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The Montana Study, a research project in the humanities, funded 
by the Rockefeller Foundation and the University of Montana System, 
operated from 1944 to 1947. The Study primarily sought to help 
Montanans find ways to stabilize and enhance the quality of life 
in their small towns. Through a study-group process, twelve 
Montana towns researched and analyzed the towns' histories and 
economic and recreational problems. The philosophy of Baker 
Brownell, director of The Study, was instrumental in shaping and 
conducting The Study. This paper delineates The Study's methods 
and goals, assesses its immediate impact, and examines both the 
sources of Brownell's philosophy and how his ideas influenced The 
Study. 
Archival collections at the Montana State Historical Society 
and at the University of Montana provide detailed accounts of The 
Montana Study's activities, budgets and publications. In addition, 
the University of Montana collection includes correspondence 
between The Montana Study staff and members of the Humanities 
Division of the Rockefeller Foundation. This correspondence, 
covering a ten-year span, reveals much of the impetus for, and 
internal assessment of, The Study. Also crucial for the purposes 
of this paper are Brownell's several books and articles. Brownell 
wrote extensively on the problems of alienation and the need for 
community in modern America. 
Brownell belonged to the wing of progressivism that intended 
to impose order on a rapidly changing America by applying the 
verities of the past to newly emerged conditions. His belief that 
the strength of American democracy lay in rural small towns also 
aligned him with the Jeffersonian agrarian tradition. The degree 
to which Brownell's pastoralism affected The Montana Study is 
reflected in the lack of genuine grass roots support for The Study 
from Montanans themselves. Analysis of Brownell's work both in 
Montana and in his writing reveals how he romanticized life in the 
small town. Because he imagined that sources of community in 
America could be located only in the small town and because he 
failed to understand how the small town was not immune from the 
twentieth century's nationalizing tendencies, Brownell's approach 
must be criticized as ahistorical. 
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. I have thrown these little, local projects 
of hope and work against the vast background of 
modern science and technological development. I 
have held up the little places of our land against 
the massive aggregations of the cities, and I have 
said that, little as they are, American democracy 
and freedom cannot survive without them. 
Baker Brownell 
The College and the Community 
"Oh, don't it always seem to go 
that you don't know what you've got till it's gone." 
Joni Mitchell 
"Paved Paradise" 
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INTRODUCTION: 
PROGRESSIVISM AND THE CHANGING FACE OF THE SMALL TOWN 
You remember the name was Jensen. She seemed old 
always alone inside, face pasted gray to the window, 
and mail never came. Two blocks down, the Grubskis 
went insane. George played rotten trombone 
Easter when they flew the flag. Wild roses 
remind you the roads were gravel and vacant lots 
the rule. Poverty was real, wallet and spirit, 
and each day slow as church. You remember threadbare 
church groups on the corner, howling their faith 
at stars, and the violent Holy Rollers 
renting that barn for their annual violent sing 
and the barn burned down when you came back from war. 
Knowing the people you knew then are dead, 
you try to believe these roads paved are improved, 
the neighbors, moved in while you were away, good-looking, 
their dogs well fed. You still have need 
to remember lots empty and fern. 
Lawns well trimmed remind you of the train 
your wife took one day forever, some far empty town, 
the odd name you never recall. The time: 6:23. 
The day: October 9. The year remains a blur. 
You blame this neighborhood for your failure. 
In some vague way, the Grubskis degraded you 
beyond repair. And you know you must play again 
and again Mrs. Jensen pale at her window, must hear 
the foul music over the good slide of traffic. 
You loved them well and they remain, still with nothing 
to do, no money and no will. Loved them, and the gray 
that was their disease you carry for extra food 
in case you're stranded in some odd empty town 
and need hungry lovers for friends, and need feel 1 
you are welcome in the secret club they have formed. 
Richard Hugo's evocative poem, "What Thou Lovest Well 
Remains American," captures the essence of small-town life 
in America in the middle twentieth century. In its 
eccentricities and intimacy, the small town is both a 
contagious disease and the extra food we offer to strangers 
-1-
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in order to befriend them; it is both our failure and our 
sustenance. For the speaker of the poem, and for many of 
us, the small town is fundamentally home. While for a 
variety of reasons we may never be able to go home again, 
our homes never abandon us. We become, to a great extent, 
what our memories are. As Richard Hugo knew well, our 
memories bring both sorrow and hope to our days, but most 
importantly, they tell us who we are. 
This poem indicates two vital changes that distinguish 
twentieth- from nineteenth-century America: the age of 
doubt has replaced the age of confidence; 2 and the small 
town is no longer the vessel for democracy, innocence, 
health, and virtue. The small town can now carry a disease; 
it can be blamed for one's sense of failure . This depiction 
would have been nearly unthinkable throughout most of the 
nineteenth century. Henry Steele Commager has termed the 
1890s a watershed that divided the new from the old America--
the predominantly urban, industrial, bureaucratic America 
from the rural, agricultural, loosely knit nation: 
On the one side lies an America predominantly 
agricultural; concerned with domestic problems; 
conforming, intellectually at least, to the 
political, economic and moral principles in-
herited from the seventeenth and eighteenth 
centuries--an America still in the making, 
physically and socially; an America on the 
whole self-confident, self-contained, self-
reliant and conscious of its unique character 
and of a unique destiny. On the other side 
lies the modern America predominantly urban 
and industrial, inextricably involved in world 
economy and politics; troubled with the 
problems that had long been thought peculiar 
to the Old World; experiencing profound 
changes in population, social institutions, 
economy and technology; and trying to accom-
modate its traditional institutions and 
habits of thought to conditions new and in 
part alien.3 
Chief among these traditional institutions was the 
American small town; primary among the habits of thought 
was the agrarian model. Because of both its proximity to 
the farm and the continuing influence of Puritanism in 
3 
American culture, the small town was an enormously powerful 
institution and image. 4 But as twentieth-century Americans 
moved increasingly to the city, the small town lost its 
vitality and social power. A revolution in thought occurred, 
as both Henry Steele Commager and Robert H. Wiebe have 
noted, when the farmer became a hayseed, or the yeoman, a 
5 
yokel. The small town resident's corresponding image 
changed from virtuous citizen to naive rube. 
Fomenting this revolution in image and thought were 
the material and demographic changes wrought by moderniza-
tion. Rapid industrialization, urbanization, the massive 
introduction of immigrants from Southern and Eastern Europe, 
and the ascendancy to world-power status irredeemably 
changed the United States from a loosely knit nation of 
self-reliant island communities 6 to a tightly organi zed, 
highly disciplined nation of standardized Levittowns and 
burgeoning cities. For all the emphasis on control and 
4 
system in the latter, however, it threatened at any moment 
to break into utter chaos, having shattered the farmer's 
comparatively idyllic serenity. 
The attempt to regain a sense of mastery over the 
future, and a sense of control over social reality, char-
acterized the response of progressives to these developments. 
As Richard Hofstadter has argued, "Progressivism, at its 
heart, was an effort to realize familiar and traditional 
ideals under novel circumstances 117 --ideals that relied on 
the small town for sustenance and inspiration. 
The migration from the farm and the small town to the 
growing cities frightened and challenged progressives. 
Some, like sociologist, Robert Park, or social worker , Jane 
Addams, tackled the problems of the city in order to find 
or create a setting conducive to traditional ideals. Others, 
like Baker Brownell whose efforts to save the small town 
brought him to Montana, refused to see in the urban situation 
anything but strife and heartache. Brownell perfectly 
embodied that strain of progressivism that had "inherited 
the moral traditions of rural evangelical Protestantism, 118 
and refused to grant to the city the possibility of spon-
soring either community or democracy. 
Baker Brownell was born on December 12, 1887, in St. 
Charles, Illinois. He attended the University of Washington 
and Northwestern University before graduating in philosophy 
from Harvard in 1913. He served in both the army and the 
navy during World War One. He wrote editorials for the 
Chicago Daily News from 1920 to 1921, and for the Chicago 
Tribune from 1924 to 1925, and again from 1928 to 1929. 
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First a professor of journalism at Northwestern University 
from 1920 until 1925, Brownell then taught philosophy there 
until he retired in 1953. In 1936 and 1939 he was an 
adviser to the United States Department of Agriculture. He 
wrote extensively on the problems of community and alienation 
in modern America, and died at the age of 77 on 5 April 1965. 
In the summer of 1944, he arrived in Missoula, Montana, 
to inaugurate his efforts at small-town stabilization in a 
program he called The Montana Study. A student of pro-
gressive philosophy, Brownell hoped to put into action his 
many ideas about what was required to save the American small 
town. Funded by the Humanities Division of the Rockefeller 
Foundation and the University of Montana System, The Montana 
Study employed a study-group process in which residents of a 
small town joined together to investigate and analyze their 
town's history and problems. Brownell believed that through 
this group participation and communication each small town 
involved in The Study would find ways to strengthen commit-
ment not only to keep their town alive, but also to make it 
a far more interesting and vital place for its citizens. 
Brownell's idealistic faith that only in the small town 
could an individual avoid the fragmentation and alienation 
of modern life fueled The Montana Study. 
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In keeping with the tenacious agrarian tradition, 
Brownell argued that one of the reasons human relationships 
could still be whole in the rural small community was that 
there, each individual was still close to the soil. Each 
individual fit "in a great pattern of organic relationships 
among plants, animals, men, and the less animate forces of 
the world." Rural life, in Brownell's view, was "profoundly 
coordinated in nature and with nature. 119 For three years, 
from September 1944 until July 1947, the activist-philosopher 
Brownell attempted--through The Montana Study--to shore up 
small-town life in rural Montana. Typical of other pro-
gressives who relied upon the verities of the past in order 
to understand the present and to control the future, Brownell 
believed the best of America belonged to the small town. To 
stand by idly, witnessing the demise of the small town would 
have meant for him implication in the destruction of 
community, wholeness, self-reliance, and integrity--the 
values widely held responsible for American democracy. 
Brownell, characteristically progressive and Protestant, 
assumed it was his personal responsibility to become involved 
in the attempt to rescue the small town and its attendant 
virtues. 10 Thus, The Montana Study--Brownell's brainchild--
may be seen as a late manifestation of progressivism. 
By attempting to restore the vitality of life in the 
small towns of rural Montana, Baker Brownell enacted his 
progressive philosophy. That he looked steadfastly backward 
while moving forward earned him a place in that wing of 
progressivism that tried to retain "the benefits of the 
emerging organization of life" while keeping "the scheme 
7 
of individualistic values that this organization was 
destroying. 1111 For it was clear to progressives that 
modern American life was becoming one of organization: the 
corporation, labor union, political machine, the growth of 
bureaucracy and the managerial mindset that accompanied 
this growth--all ushered in a new kind of aggregate power 
that diminished the importance of the individual. But in 
the small town the individual was still known, and could 
feel appreciated for his or her unique and whole identity. 
How frightening--and unacceptable--to witness the stature 
of the individual wither in the dry heat of standardizing, 
modernizing America. 
Baker Brownell's solution--embodied in The Montana 
Study--was to foster community stabilization and enhancement 
in the small town. Because Brownell understood the crucial 
importance of both a sense of community and the conserva-
tion of natural resources in addressing twentieth-century 
problems, hi s approach deserves our attention. Similarly, 
his critique on the sources of modern alienation may be 
examined with profit yet today. Brownell's rigid denuncia-
tion of cities, his paradoxical appreciation of technology, 
his failure to account fully for the power of nationali zing 
tendencies , and his failure to see how the small town had 
8 
been drawn into larger twentieth-century themes in American 
history--especially mobility and the relationship between 
equality and success--combine to render his approach dis-
tressingly ahistorical. 
What follows is a discussion of the critical features 
of Brownell's thought; an examination of his progressive 
philosophy; an analysis of The Montana Study; a look at 
Brownell's place in the intellectual tradition that, until 
the 1920s, idealized the small town; and finally, a critique 
of his ahistorical approach. 
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Notes 
1. Richard Hugo, "What Thou Lovest Well Remains American," 
in Making Certain It Goes On: The Collected Poems of 
Richard Hugo (New York: W. W. Norton and Company, 
1984)' pp. 235-236. 
2. These terms belong to Henry Steele Commager. 
American Mind: An Interpretation of American 
an Character since the 1880s New Haven, CT: 
University Press, 1950), pp. 47-48. 
3. Ibid., p. 41. 
See The 
Thou lit 
Yale 
4. See Michael Zuckerman, Peaceable Kingdoms: New England 
Towns in the Eighteenth Century (New York: W. W. Norton 
and Company, 1970), for a critical analysis of Puritan 
conformity and the significance of the New England town 
in American social history. He argues that the Puritan 
community could not tolerate dissent, and that when 
discord did occur, those in disagreement would leave 
the community to establish their own equally conformist 
town. 
5. Commager, The American Mind, p. 46; Robert H. Wiebe, 
The Search for Order, 1877-1920 (New York: Hill and 
Wang , 19 6 7) , p . 14 7 . 
6. The phrase is Robert Wiebe's. 
7. Richard Hofstadter, The Age of Reform: From Bryan to 
F.D.R. (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1955), p. 213. 
8. Ibid., p. 203. 
9. Baker Brownell, The Human Community: Its Philosophy 
and Practice for a Time of Crisis (New York: Harper 
and Brothers Publishers, 1950), p. 66. William Devall 
and George Sessions identified Brownell as an early 
spokesman for the deep ecology perspective, referring 
in fact to this particular quotation. See Deep Ecology 
(Gibbs M. Smith, Inc., 1985). It seems, however, that 
Devall and Sessions avoided the contradiction in 
Brownell's thought: Brownell simultaneously cherished 
the rural life and believed modern technology could be 
made to enhance it. 
10. Hofstadter supports this view in his discussion of "the 
Progressive mind." See The Age of Reform, p. 203. 
11. Ibid., p. 215. 
CHAPTER ONE 
STAYING WHOLE IN MODERN TIMES: 
FEATURES OF BAKER BROWNELL'S CRITIQUE OF MODERNIZATION 
Baker Brownell implemented his progressive philosophy 
in The Montana Study, a project in small-town revitaliza-
tion based on participation in a study-group process. 
Brownell had argued that the study group enabled the 
community to realize its own importance and to channel its 
efforts toward self-rejuvenation. The study group, con-
sisting of voluntarily organized small-town residents, 
examined the history and current problems of their community. 
The chief goal of The Montana Study--to find ways to 
stabilize and enrich the life of the small town--reflected 
Brownell's philosophy and critique of modern trends in 
America. Alienated and fragmented individuals desperately 
needed, in Brownell's view, the sense of identity and 
stability that belonging to a small community provided. 
Baker Brownell's ideas reflected his deep concern with 
the effects of modernization on twentieth-century American 
culture. The seemingly incessant drive towards imbalance 
that characterized modern life preoccupied his thought. 
His critique of urbanization and the decline of rural small-
town life in America stemmed from his belief that the 
continuation of democracy depended on the vitality of 
-10-
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face-to-face relationships, on the sense of belonging that 
he argued was possible only in the small community: "The 
[community's] inner intensity and value is conditional on 
a principle of limitation. Its human significance is in 
context not extension. To be great it must be small. 111 
Brownell contended that only in the small community could 
people know one another as whole beings. 2 The small rural 
town's intimacy, scale, rootedness, and connection to the 
natural world gave individuals a sense of belonging to a 
place, a tangible, dependable identity that Brownell 
envisioned as the crucial antidote to the alienation of 
modern life. 
The sense of belonging to a group of people 
who know each other, understand each other, 
are interested in each other, and in a sense 
are responsible for each other seems to be 
necessary to human happiness and security. 
To give this is perhaps the main spiritual 
function of the small community.3 
Brownell's interest in finding ways to revitalize small-
town life prompted his work on The Montana Study. He felt 
that the small community, not only in Montana but also all 
across the country, was the "great and neglected resource 
of cultural enrichment and stabilization . 114 Supporting this 
claim he asserted that life in the small community was 
integrated--an integration of means and ends, of production 
and consumption. In the small community people needed not 
be strangers; life needed not break into fragments . 
Brownell specifically defined "community" as "common 
nucleus," and as the "dynamic center of order in the 
world." He listed these five essential characteristics: 
(1) a group of neighbors who know one 
another face-to-face 
(2) a diversified group as to age, sex, 
skill, function, and mutual service 
to each other 
(3) a cooperative group in which many of 
the main activities of life are carried 
on together 
(4) a group having a sense of "belonging" 
or group identity and solidarity 
(5) a rather small group ... in which 
people can know a number of others as 
whole persons, not as functional frag-
ments.5 
In terms of size, he argued that a town like Lewistown, 
12 
Montana, with approximately 5,000 people in the 1940s, was 
too large for the kind of community he envisioned. Com-
munity, then, was only firmly established in a sense of 
shared history and the intimacy of daily shared experience: 
" Only here, in the little places where men are known 
not as symbols but as men, can there be significant unity. 116 
Integral to Brownell 's critique of modernization was 
his argument for decentralization. He wrote: "When we 
substitute for the little places a system pledged to mass 
methods and centralized controls the human disaster 
begins. ,J Arguing that centralization led "unerring ly" 
to totalitarianism, Brownell advocated a decentralized and 
diversified economy based on small -scale production that 
would be as self-sufficient as possible. This was not by 
13 
any means an anti-technology stance. Brownell felt modern 
technology could be used appropriately to help small towns 
revitalize. Through "low-cost electric power, the gasoline 
engine, and small-scale power machines," and economic 
development following the pattern of the Tennessee Valley 
Authority, Brownell believed the small community could 
become economically self-sufficient to an important degree. 
This would insure the diversity needed in order to plug the 
drain of people migrating to the cities for greater 
. . 8 
opportun1t1es. 
Brownell also supported the decentralization of higher 
education. An essential component of his critique of 
modern life lay in his speculations about the need to 
reorient education. He sharply criticized modern higher 
education as "egocentric" and "disintegrative." He contended 
that higher education fostered a hierarchical and competitive 
individualism that was gradually, relentlessly, undermining 
a sense of social responsibility and a vision of collective 
9 
health. The failure of American colleges stemmed largely, 
in his view, from the inability of colleges to identify 
with true community. This failure manifested itself in 
four ways: (1) college life "abstracted" or removed students 
from their home communities, and, in a way, from "real" 
life; (2) college life operated as an "avenue of escape" 
away from the social responsibility of the home community; 
(3) college life fostered a living-for-the-future attitude 
14 
that ignored or distorted the immediate concerns of the 
present; and (4) college life emphasized individualistic 
careers rather than family or community-oriented careers. 10 
Brownell envisioned changes in higher education that 
focused on educating the student within the context of 
his or her home community. He argued that colleges were 
siphoning off all the energy and commitment of a community's 
youth. He felt education should be a lifetime venture that 
helped individuals to find greater value in their commitment 
to their community. Brownell oddly ignored the larger 
cultural context in which the individualized and alienating 
aspects of higher education should have been seen. That 
colleges functioned as a drain was symptomatic of larger 
issues in American culture -- the drive for self-advancement, 
the impetus to grab a slice of the abundant American pie--
a theme to which we will later return. Brownell also 
failed to see, or at least to comment on, the paradoxical 
nature of his critique on higher education. He, a highly 
trained academician, was suggesting that the focus of young 
people had to be reoriented. He was advocating, in fact, 
that a young man or woman from small town, Montana, not go 
to college in Chicago, for example, in order to study the 
work of someone like Ezra Pound. It seems naive at best--
authoritarian at worst- - to suggest that the focus of higher 
education could be so construed. 
Mirroring his notion of a changed emphasis in higher 
education was Brownell's critique of decadence: 
When withdrawn by too much naming and 
sophistication [art] becomes the sick 
cul tu re of a T. S. Eliot . . . , the 
segregated, self-contemplating purpose, 
the enclaves of words and cultural nar-
cissism. To these things men turn who 
have repudiated the vitalities and 11 
assimilations of their native context. 
One cannot resist the temptation to ask if this was the 
language of Brownell's "native context." But regardless 
of Brownell's inability to recognize this discrepancy, he 
was suggesting that art should be grounded in human daily 
experience. Brownell offered a new definition for the 
15 
humanities: "In contrast to academic diligence in certain 
fields of subject-matter" he defined the humanities as the 
"active enrichment of human life in its regional and 
cultural milieu." Brownell envisioned a new kind of 
education, an education of the folk that rested on the 
experience of the common people and helped them to enhance 
their quality of life. This kind of education, he argued, 
also required a new kind of teacher--a teacher committed 
to fostering the values of community. 12 
Finally, in his critique of modernization Brownell 
contended that modern man had become too much a spectator: 
II Too many people now buy their music at two dollars 
a seat or take it ready made from the phonograph or radio, 
instead of participating, even unskillfully in the productive 
16 
act of making it themselves. 1113 Prophetic iL light of the 
fact that he argued for greater participation before the 
advent of television, Brownell believed this degree of 
vicarious living eliminated the chance to enjoy life to 
the fullest. He also suggested that the small town needed 
to create avenues for participation in order to stem the 
migratory tide to the city and to make life within the 
small community more vital and interesting. 14 
A key ingredient in Brownell's recipe for greater 
community participation was community-produced drama. 
Describing this as "a program of education in community 
response," Brownell asserted that in the production of 
drama a community became more unified. The drama was the 
community's active expression of its self-examination, as 
well as its own vital attempt to improve the quality of 
life. In the production process, all participants, that 
is, all members of the small community, entered ''that 
organic unity of human co-operation possible only in the 
small, face-to-face community." The emphasis was not on 
the sophistication but on the genuineness of the community's 
response: 
For the creative act is the participative 
act. It never is detachment. The commu-
nity dramas in Montana made participation 
real ... something native though crude, 
something authentic in the great tradition 
of the arts, though stumbling and sometimes 
off-key.15 
17 
Brownell feared that the substitution of spectator for 
participator pointed to a dangerous spiritual decline in 
American culture, a decline that he hoped he could begin 
to reverse through community study-group work. To the 
degree that The Montana Study groups served this reversal, 
Brownell's philosophy was put into practice in Montana. 
Most of us in this room cherish Montana 
and would like to have our children cherish 
it, grow to maturity here and establish 
homes. Otherwise we would not be here making 
this study. Nevertheless, as Montanans we 
recognize change, and the pioneer spirit 
surviving in us convinces us that we can 
so shape this change as to make our lives 
happier and more successfu1.l6 
As shown in this statement from the ten-week study guide 
used during The Montana Study, Brownell's dark critique of 
modernization ultimately acquired a hopeful tone: indi-
viduals who enjoyed the sense of belonging in a small 
community were not doomed to ever-increasing alienation 
and despair. In the faith that change could be shaped, 
and thus, directed and controlled, this statement also 
reveals the chorus of progressivism that resounded through-
out all of Brownell's work. 
18 
Notes 
The primary materials on The Montana Study are located 
in two archival collections. The Montana State Historical 
Society Archives in Helena, Montana, contain the records 
kept while The Study was in operation. These are cataloged 
in Record Series 72, Box 19. They contain chronologically 
ordered, yearly accounts of what The Study accomplished, 
copies of all the articles published in conjunction with 
The Study, and records from the individual study groups, 
including the scripts of the several plays written as a 
result of the study-group process. The K. Ross Toole 
Archives in the Mike and Maureen Mansfield Library, Univer-
sity of Montana in Missoula, also contain much of this same 
printed material in a chronologically ordered (although 
unaccessed) collection, entitled "The Montana Study." In 
addition, the K. Ross Toole Archives has a collection of 
the correspondence between those involved with The Montana 
Study and the Humanities Division of the Rockefeller 
Foundation. These too are chronologically assembled, and 
cover a ten-year span in correspondence concerning the 
origin, duration, and attempts to reinstate The Montana 
Study. My thanks to the librarians, especially Dave Walter 
in Helena and Dale Johnson in Missoula, who helped me gain 
access to these valuable collections. 
In my bibliographical notations I will refer to these 
collections simply as "The Montana Study," Helena; "The 
Montana Study," Missoula; or "The Montana Study" corre-
spondence, Missoula. 
1. Baker Brownell, The Human Community (New York: Harper 
and Row Publishers, 1950), p. 209 . 
2. Brownell, "A Project in Educational Reorientation," in 
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CHAPTER TWO 
OF CARIBOU AND PROGRESS: THE INFLUENCE OF 
PROGRESSIVISM ON THE PHILOSOPHY OF BAKER BROWNELL 
I recently saw a wildlife film that depicted the 
slaughter of 10,000 caribou in northern Canada. Part of 
the George River herd, these caribou died because they were 
caught in the crossfire between man and nature. "The 
Project of the Century"--a huge series of darns on the 
George River--has transformed the land where, for centuries, 
the caribou have migrated on ancient paths. These 10,000 
were drowned when a decision to lower the water level of 
one of the northernmost darns resulted in immediately 
doubling the water flow of the river. The bloated carcasses 
had to be removed before they contaminated the river. In 
the closing scenes of the film, helicopters lifted groups 
of dead caribou, tied together either by their heads or 
hoofs, and dropped them ignominiously in mass open graves. 
Now food for carrion and grist for time's mill, these 
caribou in the random senselessness of their death, seem to 
symbolize one of the heaviest costs of modernization--the 
degradation of the natural environment. For quantities of 
hydroelectric power for which there are no markets, the 
lives of 10,000 caribou have been traded. By now it is a 
familiar story but one still worth introducing here because 
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the caribou also seem to represent the countless numbers of 
nameless people who, caught up in the too swift current of 
modernization, are equally degraded and discarded. 
In tracing Baker Brownell's philosophical ideas to 
their roots one lands squarely in the middle of progres-
sivism. Although progressive thought cannot be delineated 
strictly, in the main, progressive social thinkers were 
concerned with understanding and seeking ways to control 
the effects of modernization in this country. Rapid 
industrialization and urbanization had altered irreversibly 
both physical and spiritual reality. America as agricul-
tural haven in the New World, as last refuge from the 
corruptions of the Old World, and as frontier spawning 
grounds for individualism and independence, was fast dis-
appearing. True to their name, and to their heritage, 
progressives believed in progress, believed that change 
continued to mean improvement. But they also realized 
that the magnitude of these changes required new patterns 
of response--thus, the "new" economics, "new" politics, 
and "new" philosophy. Richard Hofstadter in his book, 
Anti-Intellectualism in American Life, has underscored 
this changed response from intellectuals: 
In the Progressive era the estrangement 
between intellectuals and power which had 
been so frustrating to the reformers of 
the Gilded Age came rather abruptly to an 
end. America entered a new phase of economic 
and social development; the old concern with 
developing industry, occupying the continent, 
and making money was at last matched by a 
new concern with humanizing and controlling 
the large aggregates of power built up in 
the preceding decades.l 
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The caribou still come to mind, however. The darns on 
the George River stand as concrete testimony to man's con-
tinuing faith in progress and in our own ability to harness 
the forces of the world in order to satisfy our "needs." 
Technology extends and increases the strength of our arms--
witness the lifting of a dozen dead caribou in one fell 
helicopter swoop. From our current vantage point perhaps 
we can see the treadmill: we create problems by "solving" 
problems. But to the early twentieth-century progressive 
mind, full of optimism that the problems attendant upon 
modernization could and would be solved, this cynicism was 
rarely felt. Through the application of their dedicated and 
inventive energies to social problems the progressives 
believed they would rescue their nation from the plagues 
of modernity. Corruption would be cleansed, the too large 
and too powerful aggregates would be controlled. 
Baker Brownell's early work reveals this faith in 
progress and in the efficacy of control. In his aptly 
named book, The ew Universe, published in 1926, we find 
both evidence of Brownell's progressive roots as well as 
a degree of darkening in his outlook that distinguishes it 
from the earlier progressives and may reflect the influence 
of World War One. 
In all the course of written history perhaps 
no era dawned with such devastating sudden-
ness and change in the practical lives of 
men. It was industrial revolution, and it 
divides significantly all man's history 
following from what went before. Accommo-
dation to it is still the basis of most 
modern social problems. It faces us with 
ruin and enlightenment in its hands: and 2 
which one it will give us no one can tell. 
Themes in The New Universe that reveal Brownell's 
progressivism and his concern for the effects of moderni-
zation are: conservationism, nativism, anti-urbanism, 
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recognition of America's relatively new role in world power 
struggles, some aspects of Social Darwinism, and faith in 
technology. It may seem an odd mixture but its very 
multiplicity is characteristically progressive. 
Brownell lamented and criticized wastefulness in 
industrial production and agricultural practices. 3 At the 
same time, he believed these wasteful practices could be 
halted and that resources could and must be preserved. 
America is a monstrous engine; and the 
reckless waste of resources and of men, of 
power, of soils, of forests, oil and coal 
and iron, is the measure of our ineffi-
ciencies and failures .... Conservation 
of resources and power is an aspect of the 
super-engineering that must appeal to 
statesmen and constructive men. This 
national engine is in their hands for 
running or for wreck.4 
Brownell's reference to "super-engineering" reveals not 
only his continuing faith in technology, but also his 
acknowledgement of an increasing reliance on experts. 
Seeing both edges to the sword of reliance on experts, 
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Brownell praised their value and necessity in a modern 
world, but cursed "the cult of expertism. 11 Knowledge, 
according to Brownell, had been "Balkanized" and reliance 
on the narrow, insulated view of specialists, in his view, 
probably spelled disaster. 5 
Reliance on technological and financial expertise had 
also occasioned enormous changes in working conditions as 
industries became more "scientifically" structured and as 
corporate America grew in strength and influence. The 
effects of these changes on American workers concerned 
progressives, a concern that Brownell also shared. He 
understood that workers were losing their individual 
identities as they increasingly became "labor units 
abstractly figured in production costs." He recognized 
that workers were themselves becoming standardized in the 
same process that standardized production methods and 
commodities, and realized that replacing a worker had 
become "less hunting for a man than for a spare part. 116 
Related to this workplace alienation were problems 
created by urbanization. Brownell's anti-urban bias was 
vitriolic: 
Cities are the grimy whelps of science. 
In the city nature and the out-of-doors give 
place to artifice. . Men live in deep 
anonymity; they take their niche; few know 
them personally .... And so it goes: the 
city is a pressure and distorting influence 
on human life, a thrust and strain like the 
powers that compress rocks and turn limestone 
into marble and granite into gneiss.7 
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Brownell, like many other progressives, believed that part 
of the city's ills could be attributed to the waves of 
immigrants who had recently settled there. His nativism 
appeared in his support of immigration restriction. 
Brownell, again not alone among progressives, felt that 
"motley companies" of immigrants contaminated and over-
whelmed the native stock. "Without arrogance and without 
claim to race superiority, our people may still protect 
its living standard, its wage earners, its homogeneous 
tradition and its racial stock from further raids and 
mixtures," wrote Brownell. 8 One could argue that this 
statement is heavily contradictory but, at any rate, it 
clearly reveals Brownell's support of immigration restric-
tion in his hope that urban problems, exacerbated by the 
presence of ever-increasing and ever more alien immigration 
populations, could be ameliorated. Again, the desire to 
control and the faith in man's ability to control--two key 
progressive traits--are demonstrably present here. 
Evidence of this desire to control is also apparent 
in the aspects of Social Darwinism that influenced Brownell's 
thought. Surprisingly draconian, Brownell advocated that 
the "feeble-minded" be segregated and not allowed to 
reproduce. This, he argued, would "empty many prisons, 
. reduce disease and vice, 
of our stock. 119 
[and] raise the level 
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One further aspect of Brownell's thought that links 
him to progressivism is his recognition of America's newly 
gained entry into world politics. He described nationalism 
as "the most feasible of vehicles for American development" 
and anticipated current arguments of peace through strength: 
If internal democracy is America's first 
aim, external strength is second. For in 
this world--as is--without one the other 
never will endure .... Power or potential 
power is requisite to maintain America in 
her present station, and granted the right 
of that, our navy is well justified.10 
Basic to Brownell's understanding of these early 
twentieth-century problems, as well as to his proposed 
solutions, was his concern with the individual's relation-
ship to society. Control of the urban and industrial 
machine was necessary if that relationship was to be a 
healthy, beneficial, holistic one. Brownell reveals his 
progressive roots both in how he envisioned the need for, 
and instigation of, social controls, and in how he perceived 
the role of the philosopher in that search for, and imple-
mentation of, control. His vision of "the new universe" 
both applauded the machine while understanding the need--
if not the mechanism for how--to control it. His progressive 
prognosis articulated the need for decentralization: a 
further "evolution of machines" would produce what Brownell 
referred to as "a distributive society. 1111 
In all of this the philosopher would play an active 
role. This activist-philosopher role reflects the 
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predominant influence of both William James and John Dewey 
that appears in most of Brownell's work. No longer would 
the philosopher be limited in his concerns to technical 
philosophical problems. Rather, the philosopher bore a 
personal responsibility to help elucidate and solve social 
problems. This "revolt against formalism" as Morton White 
has described it, 12 was inspired in part by the philosophy 
of William James. White in his book, Science and Sentiment 
in America, also quotes James: 
But the conceptual method is a transforma-
tion which the flux of life undergoes at 
our hands in the interest of practice 
essentially and only subordinately in the 
interests of theory . . Reality, life 
experience, concreteness, immediacy, use 
what word you will, exceeds our logic, 
overflows and surrounds it . 13 
This argument helped to liberate philosophy from strict 
adherence to concerns with metaphysics and reflects a changed 
definition of knowledge. Knowledge was seen as stemming 
from experience, and could not be isolated from experience. 
This is a strain that Dewey earnestly reiterated and 
pursued: 
If the living, experiencing being is an 
intimate participant in the activities of 
the world to which it belongs, then 
knowledge is a mode of participation, 
valuable in the degree that it is effec-
tive it cannot be the idle view of an 
unconcerned spectator.14 
John Dewey, incorporating many of James' ideas, devoted 
his life's work to the concept of philosopher-at-large in 
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the world. Following Deweyan footsteps, Brownell imple-
mented his own philosophy in The Montana Study, which 
reflects Brownell's concern to test his ideas in practical 
experience and expresses his belief that living is doing. 
Brownell echoed Dewey's faith "that under the impact of 
science modern philosophy must inevitably shift from the 
1 . h . 1115 contemp ative to t e operative. 
Brownell's philosophical roots can also be traced to 
his years spent at Harvard. He attended Harvard from 1909 
to 1913, years that fall within what has been called The 
Golden Age at Harvard. 16 He studied with William James, 
Josiah Royce, and George Santayana. His book, The New 
Universe, is replete with references to the work of these 
philosophers. And in one critical aspect, the link between 
Brownell and these philosophers (as well as to Dewey) is 
extremely direct. Morton and Lucia White's book, The 
Intellectual Versus the City, depicts the theme that 
unifies these philosophers: 
It was James' outgoing and yet penetrating 
spirit that heralded a pragmatic phase in 
urban thinking, in which educators, sociol-
ogists, and social workers joined forces in 
an effort to check the uncontrolled growth 
and impersonality of the city.17 
The Whites continue by recognizing in progressive thought 
the strength of a concomitant "opposition to giantism" and 
"a certain degree of nostalgia for the American village. 1118 
From here, certainly, spring the seeds for Brownell's 
Montana Study. 
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These intellectuals faced a radically changed world 
that the Whites have aptly described: "The revolution that 
had brought Bangkok and Chicago closer together had turned 
Chicago itself into a vast hotel in which neighbors did 
not communicate with each other in spite of having tele-
phones in each room. 1119 While the more general intellectual 
response to this revolution showed William James' pragmatic 
influence, James' "rival" at Havard, Josiah Royce, also 
lamented the alienation spawned by the loss of community. 
Royce identified three modern "evils": excessive 
physical mobility, the levelling tendency of urban civili-
zation, and a new and more powerful mob-spirit which 
revealed an increased self-estrangement in the American 
psyche. To counter the effects of these evils Royce 
recommended a return to the province. He argued that 
freedom . . . dwells now in the small social 
group, and has its securest home in the 
provincial life. The nation by itself, 
apart from the influence of the province, 
is in danger of becoming an incomprehensible 
monster, in whose presence the individual 
loses his right, his self-consciousness, 
and his dignity.20 
Loyalty to one's fellow community-members, according to 
Royce, was the chief means by which an individual could 
claim not only identity but also the meaning of existence 
in a mass society. Loyalty and a spirit of service would 
promote a "wise provincialism," preventing the narrowness 
that too often limited the provincial horizon. 21 
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Typically seen as a departure from the idealist 
tradition of Josiah Royce, John Dewey shared with Royce his 
concern for relocating a source of community in modern 
America. For Dewey, this concern stemmed from his insis-
tence "about the political and social importance of creating 
a philosophy that would more adequately express the newly 
emerged social and intellectual conditions."22 One of 
these newly emerged conditions was the city's displacement 
of the small town as the primary form of social organization. 
Having argued in "Reconstruction in Philosophy" that 
"conditions and events [were] neither to be fled from nor 
passively acquiesced in, 1123 Dewey sought to understand and 
to address the effects of this displacement on traditional 
sources of community. 
In The Public and Its Problems, first published in 
1927, Dewey distinguished between society and community, 
and urged the "revival of localism." After examining the 
American city, Dewey had not found in it the kinds of 
face-to-face relationships that characterized and made vital 
small-town rural life. He lamented this loss and believed 
that, in order for the public to identify itself and to 
have political cogency in the American democracy, localism 
would have to be revived. 24 In the conclusion of The Public 
and Its Problems Dewey stressed the crucial importance of 
a renewed local community life. Unless it could be 
restored, the public would not "adequately resolve its most 
urgent problem: to find and identify itself." Dewey 
insisted that the 
happiness which is full of content and 
peace is found only in enduring ties with 
others, which reach to such depths that 
they go below the surface of conscious 
experience to form its undisturbed founda-
tion .... The human spirit will return 
to seek calm and order within itself. 
This, we repeat, can be found only in the 
vital, steady, and deep relationships which 26 
are present only in an immediate community. 
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Dewey believed that life at the local community level 
produced the communication skills and information base that 
a healthy, effective democracy required. The "cumulative 
and transmitted wealth of the community" would sponsor an 
expanded and reinforced "personal understanding and judg-
ment," thus attacking the pernicious effects of mass 
ignorance and bias. In order to be vigorous, democracy, 
according to Dewey, needed the salutary effects of personal 
. h" f d h . 1 1 27 relations ips ostere at t e local community eve . 
Not only had Dewey suggested a new active role for the 
philosopher in response to social and political problems, 
he also identified as one of the crucial problems of his 
time the destruction of local, small communities by the 
f f d . . 28 orces o mo ernization. With John Dewey, Baker Brownell 
shared in the belief that philosophy must be activist 
rather than solely contemplative, and in the concern for 
the impact of modernization on potential sources of com-
munity, including the small town. The Montana Study, the 
product of Brownell's activist, progressive philosophy, 
enjoyed a distinctive intellectual heritage: the ideas 
of William James, Josiah Royce, and John Dewey combined 
to help Brownell formulate his own ideas about the need 
to insure that community in the small town could continue 
to counter the demoralizing and disorienting tendencies 
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of modern American life. From these philosophers, Brownell 
inherited a progressive faith in the human capacity to 
understand and to control the forces of change. Especially 
from the example of John Dewey, Brownell took for himself 
the role of philosopher as social and political analyst, 
In this new role he applied his understanding of contemporary 
problems to efforts that culminated in The Montana Study. 
In its emphasis on restoring essential face-to-face rela-
tionships, on redefining the relationship between school 
and community, on valuing direct participation over the 
vicarious experience of life, we see the influences of 
progressive philosophy. 
Neither Brownell nor his teachers anticipated the 
10,000 dead caribou. Nonetheless, these thinkers did seem 
to realize that the magnitude of change and the costs of 
modernization had to be understood and they believed the 
effects of the changes could be controlled. Brownell's 
particular method for controlling the effects of the 
changes rested on his faith in the small town as the 
guarantor of community and antidote to alienation. Like 
33 
a skip in a record, he always returned to the social power 
of the small town and to the town's ability to provide a 
sense of identity and integrity for its citizens. This 
faith motivated Brownell to implement his ideas in The 
Montana Study. Brownell's idealism--which somewhat dis-
tinguishes him from Dewey and aligns him more closely with 
Royce--prevented Brownell from recognizing how the 
nationalizing tendencies and technological orientation of 
post-World War One America had impinged on the once central 
role of the small town in American social history. 
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CHAPTER THREE 
THE MONTANA STUDY: PUTTING PHILOSOPHY TO WORK 
Still the chance to live within these 
moderate perimeters of personal perception, 
to live in a continuum of familiar things 
and of people known well, is essential, it 
would seem, not only to the development of 
social responsibility but to the heroism 
required to meet the terrifying challenge 
of this era. Mass-trained and mass-
condi tioned men are not notably courageous 
morally.l 
Baker Brownell earnestly believed that life in the 
American small town fostered the moral courage and democratic 
practices that the nation required in order to meet success-
fully the challenges of the modern world. The position as 
director of The Montana Study offered him a chance to test 
his ideas. At the invitation of Ernest 0. Melby, then 
Chancellor of the University of Montana System, Brownell 
opened the offices of The Montana Study on the Missoula 
campus (then Montana State University) in September of 1944. 
Historian and journalist, Joseph Kinsey Howard from Great 
Falls, Montana , and Professor of Sociology, Paul Meadows 
from Northwestern University joined Brownell. Together they 
hoped to help small towns in Montana find ways to enhance 
the quality of life through a study-group process and 
related field research. They also hoped to sponsor teacher 
training that would keep alive the experiment in community 
. h 2 enr1c ment. 
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Much of the original impetus for The Study grew out of 
the Northern Plains Studies, a research project also 
partially funded by the Rockefeller Foundation through 
small grants to American and Canadian universities. 3 Carl 
F. Kraenzel, Professor of Rural Sociology, with assistance 
from Glenn H. Craig and E. A. Corbett, both Agricultural 
Economists, all members of the Montana State College faculty 
at Bozeman, had worked on this earlier project. An attempt 
to underscore the need for regional planning, this research 
project produced in 1942 a book entitled, The Northern 
Plains in a World of Change. Subtitled "A Study Outline 
for Adult Groups in the Northern Plains of Canada and the 
United States," the book analyzed environmental conditions, 
specifically aridity and the unpredictability and range of 
climatic variation, and examined the relationship between 
environment and culture in the Northern Plains region. Like 
The Montana Study , it advocated a study-group process, 
delineated questions for analysis, and proposed more 
extensive research projects for groups to pursue in their 
communities. Strongly influenced by the work of John W. 
Powell and Walter Prescott Webb, it argued the ineffective -
ness of transplanting Eastern technology and agricultural 
practices to the semiarid Northern Plains. Regional 
planning was painfully necessary, the authors contended, 
if technology and methods were to be adapted successfully 
h . 4 to t e environment. 
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By 1943, however, David H. Stevens, Director of the 
Humanities Division of the Rockefeller Foundation, felt 
that this Northern Plains regional work had not adequately 
involved the humanities. In his opinion the project had 
b . d . 5 een too restr1cte to economic concerns. On the Bozeman 
campus in the spring of 1943, Stevens met with Chancellor 
Ernest 0. Melby. During that meeting and at several others 
in Stevens' office in New York City, Melby and Stevens 
discussed problems with the Northern Plains research project 
and agreed that if people were to "adapt themselves to the 
problems of living" in the Northern Plains region, then a 
program of "total education--education of old and young" 
would be required. 6 Eventually, Stevens and Melby planned 
a study, the purpose of which was "to find out what con-
tribution the humanities [could] make to the improvement 
of life in Montana." Melby felt that this agreement on the 
study's primary motive "was the door through which [The 
Montana Study] got in to the Foundation to get support. 117 
The earliest origins of The Montana Study, then can 
be traced to the orthern Plains regional project, David 
Stevens' concern that the humanities needed greater emphasis 
if continued Rockefeller Foundation support was to be 
justified, and to Ernest Melby's interest and influence. 
After an interview with 1elby in Denver, in May 1943, 
Stevens noted that Melby had hoped that the results of the 
Northern Plains research could be applied to "a complete 
demonstration of educational service to all age groups. 118 
Once Stevens and Melby had agreed on the purpose and 
general outline of the project, the search for a director 
began. Initially, Melby elected Dr. F. C. Rosecrance, 
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professor in the School of Education at Northwestern Univer-
sity. His second choice was Richard Niehoff, formerly 
associated with the Tennessee Valley Authority . 9 Finally, 
Melby chose Baker Brownell. On April 28, 1944, Stevens 
met with both Melby and Brownell. Over lunch at Chicago's 
Drake Hotel, these three men agreed upon the initial plans 
that would ultimately result in The Montana Study. 10 The 
task of clearer delineation of the proposal then fell to 
Brownell. 
Melby and Stevens wanted Brownell to direct The Study 
because of his "lifelong interest in the humanities and in 
the small community and family as elements in American 
life. 1111 1uch of the substance of The Montana Study 
reflected Brownell's philosophy, and without Brownell's 
instrumental influence The Study would not have taken the 
shape that it did. But without Melby's interest and 
influence as Chancellor it is entirely probable that The 
Study would not have been conducted at all. 
An analysis of Melby's role helps to explain why The 
Study was organized in Montana. Melby shared with Brownell 
an animosity towards the city and argued that the city 
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destroyed "individual enterprise." He traced "an increasing 
lack of independence in political and social thought" to the 
herd mentality of city life. Moving to Montana had recon-
firmed his belief in the sanguine effects of life in the 
"wide open spaces." Speaking in Bozeman to the Montana 
Committee, an advisory group to The Montana Study (jn 
February 1945), Melby contended that in places like Montana 
"there [were] certain qualities of mind and heart that 
[were] not developed in the big city." He continued, 
stressing the importance of discovering the means by which 
life could be enriched in Montana. The whole impetus of 
The Montana Study lay in this notion that if life could be 
made more interesting and more viable in the small towns of 
Montana, then the apparent lure of the big city would be 
dispelled. Melby told the members of the Montana Committee 
that if Montanans could find ways to enhance the quality of 
life, then this would "introduce a stabilizing influence on 
our national life. 1112 
Also important in locating The Study in Montana was 
David Stevens' view that young people left rural areas for 
the cities not necessarily for economic opportunity but for 
the city's more intriguing and challenging lifestyle. In a 
letter to Brownell, dated ovember 24, 1944, Stevens wrote 
that "Belief in the life of their environment Iwas] far 
more powerful in holding young people in sparsely settled 
areas." This idea stimulated Stevens interest in The 
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Montana Study: "The reason I asked our Trustees to give 
such substantial help to the Montana project [was] that 
it seemed to me the most promising [of several rural states] 
for a demonstration." Stevens reiterated this rationale in 
another letter to Brownell, dated August 13, 1945: 
The special reason for help from this 
direction in Montana was, and still is, the 
extraordinary opportunity in that state to 
show how institutions can work together to 
give a satisfactory way of life to its 
people. It should have effect throughout 
the Plains area, either good or bad, as a 
demonstration of cooperation.13 
Missing from these statements is any indication why Melby, 
Stevens, and Brownell saw Montana as a place where this 
kind of experiment might succeed . The sense that Montana's 
frontier heritage had left the state, if not culturally 
impoverished, at least culturally asleep, in part affected 
their perceptions of the state . Also important was Montana's 
remoteness and lack of any urban concentration . 
The substantial help amounted to $35, 000 in grants, 
given in decreasing amounts over a three-year period: 
$12,500 for 1944, $8,000 for 1945, and $5,000 for 1946. 
That the size of the grants decreased over the years reflected 
the assumption that the University of Montana System would 
take over The Study's funding. 14 It also mirrored the hope 
that The Montana Study would become part of an ongoing, 
permanent university commitment to community stabilization 
and enhancement through adult education on a statewide 
b . 15 as1s. 
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During the three years of its operation The Montana 
Study organized study groups in twelve Montana small towns: 
Darby, Victor, Libby, Dixon, Arlee, Woodman (near Lola), 
Stevensville, Victor West Side, Lewistown, Conrad, Hamilton, 
and Lonepine. 16 Each of these groups followed the ten-week 
study guide, Life in Montana as Seen in Lonepine, A Small 
Community, written jointly by Brownell, Howard, and Meadows. 
After completing this course the group then decided what 
further action, if any, it wanted to take. Three of the 
groups, Darby, Stevensville, and Arlee, each wrote and 
produced a pageant based on the history of its town, dis-
covered and highlighted through the study-group process. 
Conrad citizens organized a permanent community-action 
group whose first project was the building of a new high 
school and community recreation center. In Libby, another 
permanent organization originated from the study group. 
The Greater Libby Association's first efforts supported 
the campaign for a sustained-yield program with the United 
States Forest Service. Lewistown presented a folk festival 
in conjunction with its study group. Each group also 
compiled historical materials for its area based on the 
questions asked in the study guide. 17 
In addition to the study-group work, easily the area 
of greatest emphasis in The Montana Study, the staff also 
worked on several reports for publication. These included 
an article on Indian education by Joseph Kinsey Howard, 
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published in the Great Falls Tribune, 28 January 1945; a 
long article analyzing sociological issues by Paul Meadows 
entitled, "The People of Montana"; and several articles by 
Brownell, including "The Value of the Humanities," published 
in the Journal of Higher Education, in November 1945, "The 
Montana Project" published in Recreation in June 1946, "A 
Project in Educational Reorientation," which appeared in 
the July-August issue of Religious Education in 1945, and 
"The Montana Study," published in School and Society 1n 
December 1944. 18 
A major contribution to regional studies , Joseph Kinsey 
Howard's Montana Margins: A State Anthology was also done 
in conjunction with The Montana Study. Howard compiled 114 
various stories, poems, songs, and historical sketches that 
told the story of Montana's cultural heritage. Describing 
the entries, Howard wrote: 
Much of this book is grass. Some of it 
is the low, untidy but sturdy stuff which 
isn't showy , which isn't easily visible from 
the road--but which makes meat. Some is 
true buffalo bunch: it is thick and graceful 
and good .19 
Howard's conviction that Montana's rich cultural history 
needed to be recorded and utilized in Montana schools 
prompted his search for this literature. He envisioned the 
book as a tool in helping to bring closer together Montana's 
schools and communities, one of the ingredients in The 
Montana Study ' s recipe for enriching and stabilizing 
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Montana's small communities. He also believed that this 
kind of anthology helped to foster a "participative atti-
tude toward art or literature" and thus fell within 
Brownell's descriptive circumference in his definition of 
the humanities. Knowledge of, and enjoyment in, the 
cultural artifacts of one's own community, state, and 
region, Brownell had often argued, invigorated life in the 
small town, and was vastly more beneficial than servitude 
to highbrow culture, the art and literature of the "experts." 
Howard wrote in the introduction to Montana Margins, "The 
fully functioning community will provide even the experi-
ence of beauty for its citizens." He continued: 
In Montana, it will help them to interpret 
in music and painting, in drama and litera-
ture, the elemental values of life in this 
State which have been too often overlooked--
space and freedom, sun and clean air, the 
cold majesty of the mountains and the lone-
liness of the plains, the gayety of a country 
dance, the easy friendliness of the people. 
These are the margins around the sometimes 
fretful business of earning a living. These 
are what Thoreau meant when he said, "I love 
a broad margin to my life." These are beauty, 
in Montana; and they give this book its title. 20 
Equally in keeping with the ideal of promoting the 
participatory attitude toward the humanities was The Montana 
Study's sponsorship of community drama. Darby, Stevens-
ville, and Arlee, each produced a historical pageant based 
on the history of the community , with the assistance of 
Bert Hansen. An English professor at Montana State College 
in Bozeman, Hansen joined The Montana Study staff in 
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September of 1945. As advisor to the Darby study group, he 
suggested that it might dramatize its economic and social 
history in a community-produced pageant. The result was 
"Darby Looks at Itself," first performed on December 7, 
1945. 21 The play examined the long-term social, economic, 
and environmental effects of poor conservation practices. 
Richard Poston in his book about The Montana Study, Small 
Town Renaissance, has contended that the play gave the 
citizens of Darby "a clearer vision of themselves and their 
town. 1122 Brownell emphasized that the key justification of 
this type of drama lay in its expressivity, not in its 
formality or professionalism: 
Both in its action and its subject-matter, 
it may become important as the dramatic (or 
active) unity of community life as well as 
the community's articulate symbol. 
Darby has created a drama of its own. It 
has given expression, simply and engagingly, 
to its own problems and its own culture. 
Crude the work may have been according to 
the refinements and snobberies of much pro-
fessionalized art, but it was expressive, 
vital and above all participatative in the 
significant life of the community.23 
Both Brownell and Hansen suggested that Darby citizens 
planned on making the production an annual event, "looking 
at itself" in new ways each year. Hansen believed that 
this kind of ongoing analysis and self-criticism would 
insure increasing "economic and cultural progressiveness" 
in Darby. He also thought the experience in Darby pointed 
"the way to a new and stimulating approach to community 
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unification through drama. 1124 But it is significant that 
no further mention is made of subsequent episodes either 
in Poston's book or in the archival material. One conclu-
sion to be drawn from this is the possibility that, without 
outside stimulus, Darby lost interest in "looking at 
itself" in quite this way. This raises the issue of the 
lack of any genuine grass-roots commitment to the value of 
community expression. It also may simply reflect the way 
that the dailiness of life can exhaust a community, leaving 
little energy for involvement in something like community 
drama. Even with the gentle insistence and willingness of 
a Carol Kennicott, The Dramatic Association of Gopher 
Prairie, Minnesota, gave up after one try. So too, perhaps, 
the people of Darby. 25 
Stevensville's pageant, entitled "A Tale of the Bitter 
Root," was performed on the evening of August 19, 1946. It 
depicted Stevensville's early history, including the removal 
of Chief Charlo and his tribe from the Bitterroot Valley 
north to the Jocko. Again written and produced by the 
members of the community, the pageant was a direct result 
of The Montana Study's efforts and the study-group process. 
This also held true for Arlee's play, "A Tale of the Shining 
Mountains," produced on July 4, 1947. 
The Montana Study also sponsored several lecture 
series and conferences. 0. E. Baker, Professor of Geography 
at the University of 1aryland, and formerly a senior 
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agricultural economist with the Department of Agriculture, 
lectured in Bozeman, Great Falls, Missoula, and Darby on 
"Conservation of the Family," "Rural Population," and 
"Rural Life Problems" in July of 1945. Arthur E. Morgan, 
former chairman of the Tennessee Valley Authority, pre-
sented lectures and conferences on "The Small Community'' 
from July 24 through August 3, 1945, in Billings, Bozeman, 
Missoula, and Hamilton. The staff of The Montana Study 
traveled the breadth of the state, giving lectures about 
the nature of their work. Members of the staff partic-
ipated in a conference of the State Library Association 
and University Librarians in November 1945, the purpose 
of which was to consider library fieldwork in rural areas. 
Howard, in preparation for his article on Indian education, 
visited all the state's reservations. 26 
Another important offshoot of the work of The Montana 
Study was Harold and Lois Kaufman's critical survey of the 
issues surrounding the proposed sustained-yield program 
with the Forest Service in Lincoln County. The Kaufmans, 
sociologists at the University of Missouri, arrived in 
Libby during the summer of 1945 at the invitation of The 
Montana Study. Their final report, "Toward the Stabiliza-
tion and Enrichment of a Forest Community," argued the 
advantages of the sustained-yield program. 27 
But by far the most integral aspect of The Montana 
Study was the study-group process, for it was in the study 
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group itself that Baker Brownell's ideas were enacted and 
tested. Brownell described the study group as "the modern 
. f h . ,,28 version o t e town meeting. Here a community could 
talk to itself. Brownell argued that the social and 
political--while nonpartisan--nature of the study group 
enabled it to function as an effective community forum. 
The purpose of discussion was analysis and understanding, 
not persuasion. The membership of the study group needed 
to remain representative of the entire community in order 
to prevent it from becoming a special interest group. Its 
representative cast promised that persons with opposing 
views and different backgrounds and interests would sit 
across a table from one another to discuss the history and 
problems of their community. At stake, as far as Brownell 
was concerned, was the vitality of American democracy. 
Because he saw in the small town the bedrock of democracy, 
Brownell believed that the decline of the town precipitated 
a concomitant decline in democracy. The essential function 
of the study group was to stem the course of this decline. 
"Unless there is opportunity for the people in the small 
community to meet and discuss the problems of their group," 
he warned, "the democratic community and functional family 
will continue to decline in American life. 1129 
Community enrichment through study, followed by action, 
was the goal of the study-group process. Designed "to help 
h . f . . . ,,30 d t e community prepare or intelligent action, a stu y 
group originated when members of a community sought 
assistance. Brownell's policy stipulated that members of 
The Montana Study staff should never "promote" a study 
group, but should wait for a request for aid. 31 But, one 
could argue that simply by virtue of its presence in the 
state, The Montana Study fostered an atmosphere that made 
possible the organization of study groups. 
The first ten-week session took place in Lonepine, a 
small farming community northwest of Missoula. Reverend 
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Harvey Baty, affiliated with the Missoula campus, had been 
serving Lonepine for over a year before Brownell initiated 
The Study. Believing that people in Lonepine would be 
receptive to Brownell's ideas, Baty invited him and his 
family to Lonepine's annual Thanksgiving dinner. That the 
people in Lonepine had for years celebrated Thanksgiving 
together reflected an already strong community spirit. 
Soon after the dinner, several persons from Lonepine 
requested that The 1ontana Study organize its first study 
. h . 32 group in t eir town. 
Study-group sessions in Lonepine began in January 1945. 
Organization and format were direct and simple. A permanent 
chairman and secretary were appointed. Each week a new 
discussion leader directed research groups to analyze the 
specific questions in the study guide, Life in 1ontana. 
Brownell stressed continuity of membership and promptness 
in order to produce the best possible results from the 
51 
process. 33 He also believed that the identity of the study 
group had to be forged from within. Outside influence 
should not impose itself on the group, he argued. "The 
groups [were] infinitely flexible, infinitely adaptable, 
because each one [was] its own business, not the business 
of some outsider. 1134 Because community identity and focus 
were primary goals of the study-group process, it was crucial 
that the study group belonged to the community and reflected 
35 its concerns. 
But the ten-week study guide certainly gave to the 
study group the structure of its analytical tasks. The 
guide's ten topic headings were: Why We are Here; Our Town 
and Its People; Our Town and Our Work; Our Town and Our 
State; Montana, A Place to Live; Montana and Our Nation; 
The Future of Montana; The Future of Our Town in Relation 
to Its People; How to Make Life Better in Our Town; and 
What We Have Accomplished. The premise of the guide 
reflected Brownell's belief that the enrichment and stabil-
ization of community life depended on intelligent community 
dialogue and analysis. The guide revealed Howard's 
influence in its view of Montana as a state whose history 
had been characterized by economic colonialism and excessive 
mobility. Brownell's input also appeared in the guide's 
advocacy of decentralized technology and in its analysis 
f th d f . d d . 3 7 o e nee or community-centere e ucation. Funda-
mentally, the study guide was based upon Brownell's working 
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definition of the humanities and his view that in the small 
community humans could be whole : 
The modern small community has resources 
immeasurably superior to anything that 
the great cities can offer .... It is 
only in the relatively small community 
that [a] full and wholesome relationship 
among human beings is usually possible . 38 
Furthermore, the text of the guide showed Brownell ' s faith 
that in the small community existed greater opportunity 
for the integration of work and leisure . That work and 
leisure had become separated from one another, Brownell 
argued, was one of the chief causes of the anxiety of the 
modern age . 
The final tasks of the study group were to assess the 
procedure it had just completed, and to decide if it 
wanted to pursue a more action-oriented second series. 
Ruth Robinson, a teacher and discussion leader of the 
Conrad study group, wrote this assessment: 
"Adult education" took place in so natural 
and rewarding a fashion that it never had to 
be mentioned. Democratic discussion was sus-
tained in an atmosphere of increasing under-
standing. Tolerance and awareness expanded 
individual outlooks. And adults learned the 
pleasure of good, vigorous, constructive 
talk among persons of both sexes, all ages, 
and varying backgrounds of religious, economic 
and political thought.40 
This must have been music to Baker Brownell's ears, given 
his trust that "so long as people will talk together as 
neighbors in the communities of America the democratic way 
of life will endure. 1141 
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The Montana Study accomplished a great deal in its 
three years of operation in Montana . Given the size of 
its staff and the extensive distances to be covered in the 
state alone, The Study faced hard obstacles in the pursuit 
of its goals . But The Study was also hampered by a degree 
of misunderstanding and distrust of those goals. Any 
assessment of the impact of The Montana Study has to take 
into account political factors that seemed to work against 
The Study, as well as the sometimes incalculable strength 
of the force of inertia. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 
ASSESSMENT OF THE MONTANA STUDY 
The response in the little towns was remark-
able--largely because the initiative was 
always left in the hands of the people 
themselves. We saw little places reorient 
themselves. We saw them revive like wilted 
plants finding a vein of water .... We 
learned to coordinate our work with the 
schools, the churches, the occupational 
interests, the latent arts and crafts, and 
the broad, reticent intellizence to be 
found in most little towns.1 
For a project seemingly as innocuous as one promoting 
community self-analysis and expression, The Montana Study 
found itself implicated, if not embroiled, in several 
political controversies almost from inception. By virtue 
of its experimental nature, The Study lent itself easily to 
misinterpretation. Unfortunately, these political factors 
marred The Study's effectiveness by distorting its already 
less than specific goals and objectives. In addition, The 
Montana Study lacked the time, money, and human resources 
required to conduct a statewide informational publicity 
campaign that could have corrected the misunderstandings 
and provided answers for the skeptics. In terms of public 
perceptions, The Study specifically became linked to 
proposals for Missouri and Columbia Valley Authorities and 
to Chancellor Ernest 1elby's efforts to reorganize the 
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university system. This linkage needs to be examined if we 
are to assess thoroughly and honestly The Study's impact. 
Furthermore, it is crucial to see The Montana Study as an 
institutional orphan within the Montana higher education 
system. Without strong institutional support The Study 
lacked defenders--defenders it sorely needed if its goals 
were to be interpreted accurately and if it were to win the 
state legislature's stamp of approval in the hope of 
becoming a permanent feature of the university system. 
We have already seen how Chancellor Melby was instru-
mental in bringing The Montana Study to the state. Melby's 
role as chancellor was important also because financial 
support from the Rockefeller Foundation had been given to 
the entire university system. Thus, each of the six units 
ostensibly could h ave expected some benefits from the 
activities of The Montana Study. Implicitly, the job of 
overseeing the project and distributing these benefits fell 
to the chancellor. But the university system had been 
without a chancellor for ten years prior to Melby's accep-
tance of the job. The precise nature of his position and 
duties lacked the clarity that a long-standing tradition 
would have provided. Complicating Melby's status further 
was the fact that before accepting the office of chancellor 
he had been president of the 1issoula unit, then ~lontana 
State University. The infancy of the renewed chancellor-
ship and Melby's previous ties to the fissoula campus 
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distorted how the six autonomous un its of the university 
system perceived Melby ' s sponsorship of The Montana Study . 
These complications worsened measurably wh en Melby 
supported a recommendation to unify and s t reaml ine the 
university system . 
When Melby ' s controversial support of this unification 
plan resulted in his resignation from the chancellorship 
on June 1, 1944 , The Montana Study lost its primary source 
of institutional support . Another year transpired before 
a second chancellor was named. Melby, however , did not 
immediately leave the state . The State Board of Education 
reappointed him to be president of Montana State University 
at Missoula. Thus, when Baker Brownell opened The Montana 
Study offices on the Missoula campus, he unknowingly 
stepped into the quicksand of the inter - unit rivalry that 
had long plagued the entire University of 1ontana System . 
Especially defensive and suspicious were members of the 
Bozeman administration and faculty who had been involved 
in the orthern Plains project (also funded with Rockefeller 
Foundation support), and who had understandably hoped this 
additional Foundation support might have revived their 
earlier efforts . 2 
In an interview with John 1arshall, Associate Director 
of the Humanities Division of the Foundation, lelby said he 
was "much pleased with the progress of The !ontana Study," 
but acknowledged that much of his attention, rather than 
addressing The Study's needs, had been absorbed by "the 
educational controversy in the state. 113 Later, when 
Brownell attempted to secure from the state money for The 
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Study's third year, he encountered resistance from the 
State Board of Education and the Executive Council, which 
consisted of the six presidents of the university system. 
He attributed this to the animosity felt towards The 
Montana Study that stemmed from the 1944-45 unification 
battle: 
The reasons for these attitudes in the 
Presidents and the State Board are complex 
and various. Behind most of them is the 
old inter-unit conflict and competition and 
the really bitter reaction setting in against 
Melby's progressive leadership. The Presi-
dents, so far as I can determine, have never 
been favorable to The !ontana Study, partly 
because it was part of 1elby's state-wide 
educational policy.4 
Melby left Montana in September of 1945, having 
accepted a position as Dean of Education at ew York Univer-
sity . Barely a year old, The Montana Study had already 
inherited enemies that it did not need, for reasons that 
had little, if anything, to do with its goals . In Melby's 
words, The Study had been "caught in the cross fire: of 
his struggle for coordination and elimination of duplica-
tion in the six-unit system . 115 Brownell understood Melby's 
departure as "no less than a disaster for The !ontana 
Study . 11 6 
62 
Intensifying the sense of disaster was Brownell's 
own nebulous connection with the Missoula campus. On a 
leave of absence from Northwestern, his place on the 
Missoula faculty remained tentative and unclear. Brownell, 
in fact, returned to Northwestern before the third year of 
The Study's operation. Ruth Robinson from Conrad stepped 
in as Acting Director for this final year, with Brownell 
serving in an advisory capacity; but with his return to 
Illinois, The Study had lost completely its institutional 
bearings. 
George Selke, who after a year's hiatus replaced Melby 
as chancellor, referred to The Montana Study as "a floating 
rib." By this he meant that, because The Study had never 
been officially connected to any of the six units in the 
university system, it had operated essentially as an 
independent agency. The absence of a chancellor during a 
year of its operation also contributed to this independent 
status. 
In its earliest stages of operation The Study probably 
benefited from the freedom from institutional constraints 
that accompanied this independence. But later, when The 
Study needed defenders within the state's educational 
bureaucracy this independence turned against The Study. 
In an article addressed to the Rockefeller Foundation and 
entitled "Organization and Procedures of the 1ontana Study, 11 
Selke wrote that The Study, although located on Missoula's 
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campus, had not been "considered an integral or even a 
loosely connected part of the institution. The other 
units of the University, on the other hand, felt that it 
belonged to Montana State University." Thus, he described 
The Study as "a floating rib" that in its state of 
"unattachment" could not "obtain legislative appropriations 
for its continuance. 117 Richard Poston in his book, Small 
Town Renaissance, also accorded enormous importance to this 
lack of institutional identity and support: 
On the whole, The Montana Study received 
only a small fraction of the institutional 
support needed to achieve the broad objec-
tives envisioned by its founders. It was 
thus denied the institutional prestige which 
would have given it strength with state 
policy-makers who held the educational purse 
strings in Montana, and who were later to 
determine its destiny.8 
Yet, four of the six units had contributed to The 
Study's financial needs on a prorated basis in compliance 
with the agreement with the Rockefeller Foundation. Given 
The Study's independent status, the inter-unit rivalry 
within the entire university system, and the essential 
exclusion of community study groups from the eastern third 
of the state, it is scarcely any wonder that some of the 
units were hesitant to continue providing funds for The 
fontana Study. laking this support even less likely was 
the smear of socialism that further marred perceptions of 
The Study's intentions. 
The charges that The Montana Study was sponsoring 
state socialism stemmed from an unfortunate but under-
standable linkage between The Study and proposals for the 
development of a Missouri Valley Authority and a Columbia 
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Valley Authority, both patterned after the Tennessee Valley 
Authority. Natural opponents to these proposals were the 
Anaconda Copper Mining Company and The Montana Power 
Company, neither of which had appreciated Joseph Kinsey 
Howard's interpretation of their role in Montana history 
in his book, Montana: High, Wide and Handsome. Harper's 
Magazine commissioned Howard to write an article on the 
MVA controversy. Appearing in the May issue of 1945, 
Howard 's "The Golden River" basically asserted that an MVA 
would be beneficial. Simultaneously, Howard was helping 
to organize community study groups for an experimental 
research project premised upon new ideas and lacking strictly 
delineated objectives--The 1ontana Study. To anyone feeling 
threatened by the Valley uthority proposals, The 1ontana 
Study might have also seemed threatening and controversial. 
Joe Howard's reputation certainly helped to stir the pot of 
h . . 9 t is paranoia. 
But it was not solely Howard's involvement that cast 
doubt on the relationship between The Study and the proposed 
WA and CVA. Paul Meadows, the third member of the staff, 
became even more entangled than Howard. 1eadows debated 
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the issue of the proposed Valley Authorities with Law 
Professor, J. Howard Toelle, in Kalispell , and on radio 
programs in Missoula. Meadows also wrote several articles 
on the MVA and other equally ·contentious issues that 
appeared in The People's Voice, a newspaper known for its 
adversarial positions. The Montana Study had not sponsored 
these debates or articles , but as Governor Sam Ford pointed 
out in a subsequent letter to Brownell : 
You must realize that when these men (a 
reference to Howard and Meadows) go out 
and speak on controversial matters, it is 
mighty hard for the average citizen to 
draw a fine line of distinction and deter-
mine where The Montana Study ends and the 
individual's views begin.IO 
In the same letter, Governor Ford acknowledged that he had 
heard charges that Montana Study personnel were trying "to 
sell State Socialism ." The already difficult job of 
accurately publicizing the interests and objectives of The 
Montana Study in a state the size of Montana was complicated 
11 
further by the need to discredit these charges . As 
Richard Poston has argued: 
Like all other organizations labeled 
M. V.A ., the reputation of The Montana Study 
automatically assumed a reddish hue, and the 
less people knew about it the more extreme 
became their epithets--not barring the most 
malignant of all--"communist front . 1112 
It is significant that some of the harshest allegations 
came from an eastern Montana newspaper--the til es City Daily 
Star . In order both to have been less limited geographically 
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and to have conducted an effective publicity campaign, The 
Montana Study needed more money, time, and people than it 
had at its disposal. Nearly everyone involved with The 
Study referred to these physical limitations when they 
assessed The Study's immediate impact. Typical is Bert 
Hansen's statement to David Stevens: 
The State is so large, the staff so small, 
the work so new, that the best we could hope 
to do in that time was introduce [The Study] . 
And that I think we did very well.13 
Ruth Robinson corroborated this analysis in her Third 
Progress Report, adding that "the location of the office 
in the extreme western portion of the state throughout 
three years was a handicap to broader field research. 1114 
Joseph Kinsey Howard, in separate letters to Chancellor 
George Selke and President James McCain, also addressed the 
issue of inadequate staff and resources. Howard especially 
felt that, due to shortages, the towns of eastern Montana 
had not been well served: 
My personal appraisal of our experience 
leads me to the conclusion that we bit off 
a good deal more than we could chew. This 
was partially due to lack of staff, inabil-
ity to get more help from the overburdened 
University units, and failure to explain 
adequately our objectives. . A much 
wider distribution of functioning groups 
appeared to be impossible with The Study's 
small staff and small budget for expenses 
in this huge State . As it was, during the 
first year Mr. Brownell made weekly drives 
of nearly 200 miles roundtrip often in 
blizzard conditions to visit one mountain 
community; it was impossible for any of us 
to reach Eastern Montana towns which wanted 
and needed weekly assistance.15 
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Howard also argued that any proposal for future continuation 
of The Montana Study had to avoid these inadequacies in 
staff and funding. The crucial remaining task--training 
teachers in community organizing--would also have required 
16 a greatly increased staff and source of financial support. 
That several efforts were made to continue the work of 
The Montana Study testifies to its intially perceived 
effectiveness. The first of these attempts was Chancellor 
Selke's proposal that the state support its continuation. 
To his budget, submitted to the Thirtieth Montana State 
Legislature, he had added a special request for $50,000 
to continue to fund The Study. A four-person subcommittee 
to the House Appropriations Committee denied the request 
long before it ever reached the House floor. 17 For the 
next two years Selke sought to resuscitate The Montana 
Study in several variations of its original form. 
After the state legislature had so resolutely shut its 
door to further support, Chancellor Selke asked the 
Rockefeller Foundation in July of 1948 for a second sub-
stantial grant . One can see much of the influence of The 
Study in his five-point proposal: 
(1) The development of a county-wide program 
for community improvement based on the 
coordination of civic and official, local, 
state and federal agencies. 
(2) The stabilization and development of the 
handicrafts in the fields of weaving, 
metal work, leatherwork and carving, 
painting, sculpturing. 
(3) The development of a curriculum or 
instructional program leading to a 
Master's degree in the Humanities. 
(4) The development of a program furthering 
community and area history, literature 
and dramatics. 
(5) The organization of community study 
groups.18 
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Selke 's total budget for this proposal was $207,900: 
$127 ,100 to come from the Foundation; $80,800 to come from 
the state. These funds, almost six times the original 
expenditure of The Study, were to be spent over a three-
year period in a much more extensive statewide program. 
The size of the request reflected the recognition that The 
Study's initial efforts had been hampered by shortages in 
personnel and money. The nature of the proposal revealed 
some of The Study ' s impact. 
In his proposal Selke praised The Montana Study for 
the work it had begun and argued how unfortunate would be 
the complete abandonment of its objectives. Echoing strains 
of Baker Brownell's philosophy, Selke wrote: 
The University of 1ontana recognizes an 
obligation to scores of communities which 
saw hope of new life through stimuli made 
available to them by The 1ontana Study; it 
also acknowledges an obligation to the 
hundreds (ultimately, it may be hoped, 
thousands) of citizens of this rural state 
who can find fuller function, more inter-
esting and more fruitful lives through 
application of The lontana Study concept 
of the humanities in their communities.19 
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Negotiations with the Rockefeller Foundation became 
protracted over the next eighteen months. The Foundation 
denied the request largely because it felt that the system 
of higher education in Montana had not provided an atmo-
sphere conducive to the needs of this type of program. The 
Foundation also contended that certain aspects of Selke's 
proposal were too closely tied to the Missoula administra-
tion and faculty, and, therefore, would not have had the 
statewide applicability required to justify continued 
Foundation support. Further, the Foundation also wanted 
evidence of the state legislature's willingness to join in 
the funding of the proposal--the proverbial "put-your-
money-where-your-mouth-is .1120 
The Foundation did support, however, a later proposal 
for a "Summer Humanities Institute at Montana State Univer-
sity" with a grant of $8,000. President James McCain's 
proposal again reflected the concern to continue the 
21 necessary work of the original Montana Study . This far 
more modest proposal bore the stamp of Joseph Kinsey Howard 
and insured his integral involvement. Howard wrote to 
Charles B . Fahs, successor to Stevens as Director of the 
Humanities Division, that he was convinced that the annual 
s ummer institute could "become a focal point for the 
gradually d e veloping cultural movements of our state and 
region and Icould] integrate and carry forward some of the 
d b Th \,1 Study • II 2 2 community work initiate y e 1•ontana Entitled 
the " Nor t hern Rocky Mountain Roundup o f Regional Arts," 
two of these summer institutes were held in Missoula 
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during the summers of 1950 and 1951 . According to its 
program brochure , the Roundup hoped to foster the "cultural 
enrichment of life in the No rthwest , 11 and to provide "the 
stimulation , expert counsel and leadership training needed 
by anyone interested in intellectual or artistic achieve-
ment , professional or novice ." Par t icipants included 
Bernard De Voto, A. B. Guthrie , Jr ., Bert Hansen , Dorothy 
Johnson, H. G. Merriam , Leslie Fiedler, and Howard . 23 But 
the future of the Roundup was cut short when Joseph Kinsey 
Howard died from a heart attack at the age of 45 , in 
August 1951 . 
The original founders of The Montana Study hoped that 
it would become a permanent feature of the University of 
~!ontana System . That it did not can be attributed to the 
following factors: The Study ' s experimental nature and 
misunderstandings of its goals and objectives; the political 
entanglements to which The Study became linked in the public 
perception of its intentions; the lack of sufficient 
resources needed to cover the entire state and to conduct 
an effective publicity campaign that would have described 
accurately its concerns and goals; and, from its inception, 
The Study ' s nebulous institutional identity within the 
university system . The subsequent efforts to renew the 
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work initiated by The Stu dy pay tribu te to its effectiveness 
despite these handicaps . 
Further testimony of The Study ' s impact appears in the 
assessments from the members of the community study groups 
themselves . In his book, The Human Communi t y , written 
after his Montana Study experiences , Baker Brownel l defended 
the achievements of the study-group process: 
Little projects in good will, intimate 
successes , friendly participations in the 
close problems of getting along in a com-
munity, as illustrated by the people of 
Lonepine, Darby, Stevensville, Dixon, 
Conrad, Lewistown, Libby , Hamilton , are 
small in scale, to be sure , but the scale 
is essentially human . [The study 
group] was in its way the consciousness 
of the community . 24 
Richard Poston, in his independent research for his book on 
The Montana Study , found hundreds of ardent supporters from 
among those who had participated in the study-group process . 
In a letter to David Stevens he included several of their 
statements that testify to the degree of support generated 
for The Study. Essentially, participation in the process 
had given study-group members confidence in their ability 
to analyze and articulate their community ' s history and 
current problems. They took pride in learning that they 
could rise above superficial differences as their community 
achieved greater coherence . They acknowledged that recog-
nition and analysis of problems almost automatically 
propelled attempts to ameliorate them . One participant 
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asserted that the study-group discussion process was a 
"bulwark" against the danger posed to government by special 
interest groups. Another stated: 
Before we started our Montana Study group 
people in this town were so negative toward 
community progress you couldn't get them 
into an educational meeting to see Christ 
ride a bicycle. Now we're demanding that 
the university give us some courses in 
adult education to help solve our community 
needs.ZS 
Many of these participants also voiced support for 
continuation of The Montana Study: G. M. Brandborg, Forest 
Supervisor , member of the State Board of Education, and 
involved in the Hamilton study group , defended The Study 
and actively sought its renewal. Other study-group members, 
including Ruth Robinson (Conrad), Mrs. Harry Twogood (Darby), 
and C. C. Wright, Superintendent, Flathead Indian gency 
(Dixon) , enthusiastically supported The Study's continuation. 
Attorney General, R. V. Bottomly, expressed his support in 
a letter to Charles B. Fahs of the Rockefeller Foundation. 
Referring to "the splendid work" of The Study, he lamented 
the "real loss to the communities of this state" if The 
S d . d 26 tu y was not reinstate . 
But it was not enough. Community support for The Study 
was neither vociferous nor extensive enough to be influen-
tial in the state . On the one hand, this reflects the 
power of inertia that can dampen the spirit of any new 
enterprise , especially when, like The lontana Study, that 
enterprise loses its institutional connections. On the 
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other hand, this lack of sufficiently visible community 
support suggests a second problem with The Study . 
Because the members of The Study ' s staff, especially 
Brownell , fervently believed in the necessity and benevo-
lence of The Study's goals, there is at work here the 
unmistakable sense of the paternalism of the missionary. 
While ostensibly experimental in nature, The Study operated 
in a way that revealed the zeal of the converted . To a 
certain extent, of course, this faith and zeal are essential 
to the success of any new endeavor. But something is amiss 
when an experiment knows what its outcome will be, when a 
research project knows what it will find. The intellectual 
missionary had come from the East to rescue the country 
bumpkins in the West. 
Perhaps it is only a cynical mind, characteristic of 
the late twentieth century, that would hear in the following 
words the exuberant tone and style of an itinerant preacher, 
saving souls from his soapbox: "Mr. Stevens, I could give 
you literally hundreds of such statements [of support] that 
I received from the numerous people I interviewed in the 
communities where The Montana Study functioned. 1127 But 
this cynical reader feels that if someone is not trying to 
save her soul, she is at least being sold a bottle of 
s nake oil. Richard Poston later hoped his book, Small 
Town Renaissance, would contribute to the "missionary job" 
of continuing the work of The lontana Study. David Stevens 
commented in a letter to Baker Brownell that Brownellts 
book, The Human Community, would "be an important help to 
the spread of the gospe1. 1128 
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These are curous terms--missionary, gospel. They 
suggest progressivism's faith in the amelioration of social 
problems by persuading others of the soundness of their 
ideas so that right action would then prevail. They reveal 
a sense of a crusade to improve the world. 
But for some progressives, improving the world oddly 
often meant retaining in it anachronistic features. That 
wing of progressives who favored immigration restriction 
and lamented the decline of the American small town, the 
wing to which Baker Brownell belonged, wanted to preserve 
an America that was fast disappearing. Much of the spirit 
behind The Montana Study reflected this anachronism. While 
there is much of a positive nature that can be identified 
in The Study's advocacy and practice of the study-group 
process--community self-analysis and expression, apprecia-
tion of indigenous culture, a degree of local control of 
social and economic problems--The Study fundamentally never 
enjoyed genuine grass roots support . Had the communities 
of Montana urgently felt the need for The Montana Study's 
ideas and guidance, it seems the outcry against its 
nonrenewal would have been both louder and more effective. 
Had The Study not been predicated on the romanticization 
of life in the small town, it seems The Study could have 
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addressed the harder questions: Is there stagnation in 
the small town? Does life in a small town stultify and 
control its citizens? How can citizens of a small town 
best understand and respond to the larger societal forces 
that affect their lives: the pressures to achieve success, 
the conflicting quest for individual excellence and com-
munity solidarity, national and international political 
developments? How does a community prevent losing its 
identity to the larger national cultural framework while 
also avoiding isolation and ignorance? 
The Darby pageant did not become an annual event. 
The state advisory committee for The Montana Study met only 
once. No concerted effort to revise The Study sprang from 
the communities that The Study had most intimately touched. 
Genuine grass roots support either simply did not exist or 
was too inconsequential to have much effect. This is not 
to argue that The Montana Study achieved little of importance 
during its years of operation. To the contrary, I have 
attempted to show that, given the obstacles of inadequate 
staff and funding, political controversy, and the force of 
inertia, The Study accomplished a great deal. It completed 
much of its initially established agenda. But of primary 
significance, and central to this assessment, is the manner 
in which The Study, based on the philosophy of Baker 
Brownell, romanticized life in the small town. 
Rural life had been the blood and backbone of this 
country from its origin. Modernization, for those like 
Brownell who continued to consider rural life superior to 
urban, increasingly threatened to thin that blood and 
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weaken that backbone. The Montana Study was Brownell's 
western adventure in activating his ideas. After he left 
the state he continued similar work in the Midwest, assisted 
by additional Rockefeller grants. 29 In order to understand 
fully Brownell's ideas and work, we need to examine how they 
fit into the long-standing American tradition of intellec-
tual distrust of the city--a tradition that stems from 
Jefferson and was first firmly challenged by the literary 
revolt of the 1920s. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 
REVOLT FROM THE VILLAGE: AMBIVALENCE AND NATIONALISM 
Baker Brownell stood in excellent company in his 
animosity towards the city and his reverence for the small 
town. Card-carrying members in this club include Jefferson, 
Emerson, Thoreau, Hawthorne, Melville, Poe, Henry Adams, 
as well as a whole string of progressive thinkers including 
William James, Thorstein Veblen, Josiah Royce, and John 
Dewey. Brownell took his place in this long-standing tradi-
tion, the seeds of which sprang from earliest beliefs that 
America, by virtue of its ideology and the natural bounty 
of the continent, could avoid the corruption and vices of 
the Old World. One can see this belief first expressed in 
the Puritans' desire to escape "satanic" England and to 
create their "city on a hill" in the ew World. One can 
hear the belief resounding in Thomas Jefferson's panegyric 
on the independence and virtue of the American yeoman. 
With a continent for the taking, and clearly enough fertile 
land for all, Jefferson's dream of a republic of small 
farmers seemed perfectly realizable. The often- quoted 
statement from Jefferson's Query XIX in Notes on Virginia 
bears repeating here: 
Those who labour in the earth are the chosen 
people of God, if ever he had a chosen people, 
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whose breasts he has made his peculiar 
deposit for substantial and genuine virtue. 
It is the focus in which he keeps alive 
that sacred fire, which otherwise might 
escape from the face of the earth .. 
While we have land to labour then, let us 
never wish to see our citizens occupied at 
a workbench or twirling a distaff . . 
let our work-shops remain in Europe. 
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Jefferson next tied the evils of the manufacturing interests 
to the corruptions endemic to the city: 
The mobs of great cities add just so much 
to the support of pure government, as sores 
do to the strength of the human body. It 
is the manners and spirit of a people which 
preserve a republic in vigour. A degeneracy 
in these is a canker which soon eats to the 
heart of its laws and constitution.l 
But, as Leo Marx in The Machine in the Garden has 
pointed out, Jefferson admitted the unlikelihood that the 
nation would remain permanently rural and undeveloped. He 
referred to this notion as "theory only, and a theory which 
the servants of America are not at liberty to follow." 
Even further and more fundamentally, Jefferson recognized 
"a decided taste for navigation and commerce" in the American 
people. 2 Jefferson here reflected an important contradiction: 
earliest spokesmen in the agrarian tradition tried to explain 
America in terms of a greater purity and independence, which 
distinguished it from Europe, and which originated in 
Americans' unique relationship to the land. But the noble 
yeoman also had his counterpart in the shrewd businessman. 
By no means was opportunity for success and wealth in the 
American context limited to husbandry. 3 More to the point, 
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the myth of the yeoman assumed Americans would rather be 
virtuous than wealthy if ever such a choice were presented 
to them. But, the contradictory taste for business that 
Jefferson recognized, especially when combined with the 
Puritan ethic of hard work and thrift, insured that the 
American reality would include manufacturing and techno-
logical change. Jefferson, himself, by 1816 in the 
aftermath of war with Britain, had altered his views on 
the role of manufacturing in America: 
He, therefore, who is now against domestic 
manufacture, must be for reducing us to 
dependence on that foreign nation, or to 
be clothed in skins, and to live like wild 
beasts in dens and caverns. I am not one 
of these. . 4 
In Jefferson's mind, protecting and fostering the 
republic of virtue demanded the elimination of any source 
of dependence even if this meant engaging in manufacturing 
at home. But the actual impetus for pursuing the develop-
ment of manufacturing probably had more to do with 
materialism and opportunism than concern for republican 
virtue. Rhetoric often glosses over uglier, or at least 
harsher, realities. The tradition held that America would 
both delight in, and be satisfied with, the agrarian life. 
But even the tradition's primary author perceived indus-
trialism's countervailing tendencies, and noted the 
responsive chord with which the tendencies were met. 
Jefferson, and many others after him, believed, however, 
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that America's natural bounty would always be sufficient 
to ameliorate the effects of Americans' "taste" for 
business. And, as Leo Marx has shown, the interests of 
husbandry and manufacturing needed not oppose one another 
if both were seen as improvements on nature. Here, the 
machine could enter the garden without causing undue stress 
or perturbation. 
That we do not remember Jefferson for his recognition 
of the American natural propensity for business; that we 
do not acknowledge that he understood his vision for an 
agrarian nation as a theory only, is a measure of how 
firmly entrenched the American agrarian myth became over 
time. Partially responsible for this entrenchment is the 
fact that we officially remained a rural nation until the 
1920 Census. This Census report revealed that a greater 
percentage of Americans had left the farm or village with 
a population of 2,500 people or less for the larger town 
or city. The job of settling the frontier had also fueled 
the myth by stressing the need for independence, self-
reliance, inventiveness and keeping alive the dynamic of 
finding security by owning and cultivating the land. 
Reinforcing the myth, finally, were the revolutionary 
changes associated \ ith late nineteenth-century industrial-
ization, urbanization, and immigration patterns. As the 
new severely challenged the old, the once dominant white 
rural classes clung to the verities of the agrarian myth 
. h 5 wit a vengeance. 
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In As a City on a Hill, a book concerned with the 
central role that the small town has played in American 
history and imagery, Page Smith has delineated how the 
myth of the small town became a corollary of the agrarian 
myth. By embodying the agrarian ideals of hard work, 
social equality, thrift, self-denial, and excoriating the 
presumed ideals of the city--ambition, luxury, ease, 
ostentatious display--the small town associated itself 
with the agrarian tradition. The town's litany of ideals 
also included neighborliness and cooperation. The con-
sequent emphasis on community in the myth and the reality 
of the small town differentiated it from the isolation and 
independence that typified the experience of the farmer. 6 
Branches of the same tree, however, the myth of the small 
town shared with the agrarian myth its genesis in the 
virtue of a life lived close to the soil and far removed 
from the corrupting influences of the city. 
The image of the town in American literature, prior 
to what Carl Van Doren termed "The Revolt from the Village," 
centered on the town as a wellspring of virtue, nurture, 
honesty, innocence, and cozy familiarity--an idyllic place 
for rearing children and for understanding all one needed 
to know. This town is located in the literature of Harriet 
Beecher Stowe, Sarah Orne Jewett, the early works of Zona 
Gale, and to some extent in 1ark Twain. It is always the 
polar image in contrast to the depiction of the infernal 
city. As long as life in the small town remained the 
fundamental reality and form of organization for the 
majority of Americans, the centrality of the image of 
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the town in American literature was a useful, if idealized, 
mirror. But, as the nation grew increasingly industrialized 
and urban, American writers' continued preoccupation with, 
and romantic depiction of, the town becomes more curious 
and atavistic. 
As Page Smith has argued, the continuing literary 
focus on American life in the small town verifies the 
importance of its role in identifying the American psyche: 
the American small town has in our 
literature stood for America, been the one 
common experience accessible to the vast 
majority of our novelists who have dealt 
with it well or ill according to their 
lights and their times .... What is per-
haps most worth remarking is that the town 
should have appeared as the archetype and 
image of America, and in that role should 
have pre-empted the greater part of our 
literature.? 
As the majority of the population began to move to the city, 
either migrating from the farm and village or from Eastern 
and Southern Europe, the universality of the small-town 
experience disappeared. Yet writers such as Booth Tarking-
ton, William llen lhite, 1eredith icholson, Thornton 
Wilder, and progressive theorists such as Veblen, Dewey, 
and Baker Bro\nell, continued to celebrate the virtues of 
the small town. It is scarcely surprising that the 
response to radical demographic and organizational changes 
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would be expressed in the form of praise for what had once 
been. Anthony Hilfer in his book, Revolt from the Village, 
1915-1930, has suggested that this ongoing "praise for the 
small town was a covert way of denying the need to think, 
a method of evading the admission that old formulas no 
longer served the new conditions. 118 In addition, it was 
easier than the new challenge of fostering community in 
urban areas. It also underscored the strength of the myth 
of the small town. 
Further testimony to the tenacity of the small town 
myth is the degree of ambivalence toward the town that 
characterized the literature of revolt. Most representa-
tive in the works of Edgar Lee Masters, Sherwood Anderson, 
Sinclair Lewis, and Thomas Wolfe, this literature attempted 
to debunk the myth by painting the town's real colors: its 
repression, conformity, and stifling dullness. But the 
revolt never completely rejected the small town. As Hilfer 
has argued, "the revolt, even at its most extreme, was 
never total, for bad as the village was, no alternative way 
of life did much more to satisfy the heart's desire." 9 The 
rebels not only could not identify a better alternative; 
they also could not adamantly reject the town. 
1asters, who most critics have cited as the initiator 
of the revolt\ ith his Spoon River Anthology (1915), 
examined the inner secrets of Spoon River. His investiga-
tion revealed that much that was evil had hid behind a smug 
guise of propriety. But it also uncovered virtuous pasts 
that the village had not been able to recognize. The 
village blindness was subject to attack, but the village 
also had again been identified as the ultimate source of 
goodness. 
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Sherwood Anderson in his book, Winesburg, Ohio (1919), 
portrayed the bizarre twists that lives could take under 
the stultifying conditions of life in a small town. Yet, 
Winesburg was at once a home for its citizens and a museum 
of the alienated and bizarre. This is ambivalent enough, 
but as Park Dixon Goist has debated, is Anderson's treat-
ment of Winesburg a critique of the small town, or is it 
"more clearly a comment on the general condition of modern 
man regardless of the particular setting? 1110 fax Geismar 
felt that Winesburg, Ohio was "not a radical but a 
nostalgic document . 111 1 For all their oddities and repressed 
emotions the citizens of Winesburg were all neighbors to 
George Willard. When he left for the city, and everyone 
in the town assumed that he one day would leave, he took 
with him the strength and understanding that the twisted 
experience of growing up in \ inesburg had given to him . In 
Anderson's later' ork, most notably Home Town (1940), we can 
see his reverence for the value of small town life. In the 
midst of continuous technological and social changes 
Anderson argued that intimacy and community were far more 
possible in the small town than in the big, industrial city. 12 
Even the seemingly most recalcitrant of the rebels, 
Sinclair Lewis, returned over time to a renewed faith in 
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the virtues of the small town. The author, who identified 
"the Village Virus" as a disease that infected its victims 
with a dull torpor and the despair of unrealized dreams, 
by the end of his career had reasserted "those very middle-
class, middle-brow and Middle Western values that the 
13 decade of the Twenties seemed to have destroyed forever." 
, 
Lewis' expose in Main Street (1920) of the cruelty of 
Gopher Prairie's narrow conformity, his critique of the 
dullness and anti-intellectualism of its routines, was 
genuine enough. But Carol Kennicott's simultaneous desire 
to recast Gopher Prairie in her own image and to be accepted 
by the town reveals the ambivalence at the heart of Lewis' 
rebellion. As one British observer has noted, "Lewis was 
unable to escape completely from the prevailing mood of 
cultural nostalgia. 1114 Lewis certainly was disillusioned 
with small-town America; he believed that the viciousness 
of its repression and the inflexibility of its conformity 
deserved condemnation. But he empathized with the 
experience of small-town rnericans. In Carol's awareness 
of the suspicious eyes of Gopher Prairie watching her as 
she walked through the town one can feel Le1 is' perception 
that the small town was under siege. The growth of the 
city and its increasingly alien population, coupled with 
the increasing corporate character of the economy, were 
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undercutting the importance of the town. The changes also 
seemed to threaten to create a world in which the possi-
bilities for community simply did not exist. In Carol's 
struggle to love the people of Gopher Prairie and, in turn, 
to be loved by them, one can sense how Lewis continued to 
equate community and small-town life. 
Still, Lewis clearly understood--in a way that Baker 
Brownell did not--how the nationalizing tendencies of the 
twentieth century were affecting the typical small town: 
But a village in a country which is 
taking pains to become altogether standard-
ized and pure, which aspires to succeed 
Victorian England as the chief mediocrity 
of the world, is no longer merely provincial, 
no longer downy and restful in its leaf-
shadowed ignorance. It is a force seeking 
to dominate the earth, to drain the hills 
and sea of color, to set Dante at boosting 
Gopher Prairie, and to dress the high gods 
in Klassy Kollege Klothes. Sure of itself, 
it bullies other civilizations, as a 
traveling salesman in a brown derby conquers 
the wisdom of China and tacks advertisements 
of cigarettes over arches for centuries 
dedicated to the sayings of Confucius. 
Such a society functions admirably in the 
large production of cheap automobiles, dollar 
watches, and safety razors. But it is not 
satisfied until the entire world also admits 
that the end and joyous purpose of living is 
to ride in flivvers, to make advertising-
pictures of dollar watches, and in the twi-
light to sit talking not of love and courage 
but of the convenience of safety razors. 
And such a society, such a nation, is 
determined by the Gopher Prairies.15 
This is a side of the small town that Brownell simply would 
not admit existed. 
--............................. _______________ =-=~ 
91 
Anthony Hilfer, Park Dixon Goist, and Richard Lingeman 
in his study, Small Town America, have each concluded that 
the ambivalent nature of the literary revolt from the 
village underscores the tenacity of the myth of the small 
town. Clearly, the town had "survived its most serious 
. 16 intellectual challenge . " But equally characteristic of 
the ambivalence is the way it reveals the novelists' sensi-
tivity to the incursion of the city--its alienation, new 
values, and economic power--into the town. Against that 
onslaught, novelists as well as most Americans still sought 
community "in the familiar (even if grotesque or nosy) 
people of America's small towns. 1117 
But the context for seeking community was changing. 
While technological changes, especially in the communication 
and transportation industries, were bringing small towns 
closer together, a national economy based on mass production 
and consumption was fostering standardization and radically 
altering expectations. At the same time, America's entrance 
on the stage of international politics encouraged, perhaps 
demanded, a more nationalistic, less localized outlook. 
These changes simultaneously excited and frustrated 
Americans who were used to a slower, smaller, quieter 
framework in 1hich to locate community. The literature of 
revolt reflected the degree to which the ever-growing 
alienation of modern society had "infected even the small 
town, the last bastion of community. 1118 
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The increasingly national character of the American 
economy, the increasingly national cast of the American 
mind, eroded the uniqueness of the small towns as well as 
the individuality of its citizens. Not for long could the 
town's economy resist the influence of the national economy . 
Concomitantly, an individual's identity was becoming more 
a function of his or her occupation than of residency in 
. 1 . 19 any part1cu ar town or city. The contradiction between 
Jefferson's virtuous yeoman and the American "decided taste 
for navigation and commerce" reappears here . (Actually, it 
never left.) America's "love-hate relationship" with its 
small towns, as Richard Lingeman has referred to it, 20 
stems from mericans' polarized needs for individuality 
and community. Carol Kennicott wanted the freedom to 
express herself and the security of Gopher Prairie's accep-
tance of her. The two were mutually exclusive until she 
agreed to alter the ways in which she chose to explore and 
express her individuality. The drive toward individual 
excellence and creativity, especially given the growing 
national character of the country, challenged the strength 
of community ties. Ambition, in the context of an American 
abundance exponentially increasing due to technological 
changes, 21 often overwhelmed our recognition of the value 
of community. In retrospect, with a gnawing but vague 
sense of our own alienation, we possibly wondered, like 
Theodore Dreiser's Sister Carrie, what we had missed on 
the way to success. 
Baker Brownell argued that what had been missed, and 
what was threatening to become irretrievably lost if 
small-town life could not be resuscitated, was the sense 
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of community possible only in the primary group identity 
of the small town. His ideas placed him squarely within 
the cultural tradition that had long celebrated the small 
town. As we have seen, The Montana Study was premised upon 
his faith in the value of small-town living. In The 
Montana Study Brownell tested his ideas and was generally 
pleased with the results. But Brownell failed to consider 
sufficiently the impact of the nationalizing tendencies 
that affected even relatively isolated Montana. This 
failure, as well as Brownell's odd interpretation of the 
role technology would play in his small-town revitalization 
plans, support the conclusion that Brownell was ahistorical 
in his analysis of community in America. 
Illustrative of Brownell's ahistorical analysis is 
Sinclair Lewis' treatment of Percy Bresnahan, the Gopher 
Prairie hometown-boy-made-good. "All members of the social, 
financial, scientific, literary, and sporting sets" met 
Bresnahan at the train station when he arrived in Gopher 
Prairie for a short visit. "The one native son who was 
always ... mentioned to strangers," the town was extremely 
proud--if not even boastful--of Bresnahan," the famous auto 
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manufacturer. 1122 Bresnahan embodied both the town's own 
boosterism and its materialism. 
Bresnahan's material success reflected well on Gopher 
Prairie: if it could produce a Percy Bresnahan, then 
certainly it was doing something right. But the values 
of the mythical, romanticized town scorned material success. 
Its ethic of hard work, sound character, thrift and 
innocence clashed with Gopher Prairie's vicarious enjoyment 
of Percy Bresnahan's wealth. Bresnahan reveals how the 
town in history gradually had accepted "the cities' values 
of aggressiveness, of enterprise, of deference to riches. 
Suspicion of those who [had] prospered too much was 
replaced by admiration for the tycoon,"--especially if 
23 the tycoon heralded from one's own town. 
During his visit to Gopher Prairie Percy Bresnahan 
reigned supreme. The local, loyal vassals deferred to 
their returned lord. Sinclair Lewis understood the 
psychology of the small town as it tried to affirm its 
identity in the changing context of nationalizing forces 
and the increasing compulsion to succeed materially. 
Conversely, because Brownell understood the small town 
only as an ideal, and not as a form of social organization 
caught up in the current of historical change, he failed 
to see how the town was as capable of crass materialism 
and demagoguery as it \as of noble and ennobling community. 
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CONCLUSION: BAKER BROWNELL AND THE 
FORCE OF HISTORICAL CHANGE 
... We [Americans] most revere the 
writers for the popular magazines who in 
a hearty and edifying chorus chant that 
the America of a hundred and twenty million 
population is still as simple, as pastoral, 
as it was when it had but forty million; 
that in an industrial plant with ten thou-
sand employees, the relationship between 
the worker and the manager is still as 
neighborly and uncomplex as in a factory 
of 1840, with five employees; that the 
relationship between father and son, between 
husband and wife, are precisely the same in 
an apartment in a thirty-story palace today, 
with three motor cars awaiting the family 
below and five books on the library shelves 
and a divorce imminent in the family next 
week, as were those relationships in a rose-
veiled five-room cottage in 1880; that, in 
fine, America has gone through the revolu-
tionary change from rustic colony to world-
empire without having in the least altered 
the bucolir and Puritanic simplicity of 
Uncle Sam. 
Speaking to the tenacity of the agrarian and small-
town myths, Sinclair Lewis, in the above excerpt from his 
acceptance speech for the obel Prize in Literature, nicely 
identified some of the more profound transformations that, 
as of the 1920s, had altered American reality. Perception 
and acceptance of change, as Lewis has suggested, often lag 
far behind the incidence of change. Baker Brownell, in his 
critique of American society, focused on the alienation 
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that modernization had produced. Brownell certainly could 
have agreed with Lewis that labor, family, and social 
relations had all undergone radical alteration. Brownell 
began to fall victim to the power of pastoralism, however, 
by romantically believing that somehow the small town could 
remain immune from the forces of modernization and nation-
alization. This is made eminently clear in Brownell's 
interpretation of technology and his failure to address 
certain key characteristics in American culture that are 
both cause and effect of modernization: mobility, abundance, 
and the cult of success. Finally, by refusing to admit to 
a possibility for community in an urban context, Brownell 
turned his back on the twentieth century, and like a boat 
against the current, joined ick Carraway as he was "borne 
2 
back ceaselessly into the past." 
Looking on from across the Atlantic, one British 
observer noted that 
The central paradox of American history, 
then, has been a belief in progress coupled 
with a dread of change; an urge towards the 
inevitable future combined with a longing 
for the irretrievable past; a deeply in-
grained belief in America's unfolding destiny 
and a haunting con iction that the nation 
was in a state of decline.3 
Baker Brownell las trapped in this paradox. He wanted to 
salvage the pieces of the golden past--the small town and 
the community that he belie ed only the small town 
engendered--in ways that ignored the forces of historical 
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change. Like many other progressives, Brownell equated 
progress with the ability to control change by socially 
engineering the present. His particular method involved 
stabilizing and enhancing community in the small town. 
But because he either failed to see, or ignored, the way 
the small town had been drawn into an increasingly national 
and technologically oriented culture and economy, Brownell's 
vision must be criticized as ahistorical. 
Brownell's clearest analysis of the role of technology 
in the process of community stabilization appeared in a 
book, published in 1941 and entitled The Philosopher in 
Chaos: An Attempt to fake Head and Tail of the Modern 
World. A few years later in The Montana Study Brownell 
sought to test many of the ideas there expressed. He 
argued that laborsaving technological devices--the refrig-
erator, vacuum cleaner, washing machine, sewing machine--
could foster greater self-sufficiency on the farm and in 
the home.* Brownell contended that this decentralization 
*It has occurred to me that almost all of the devices 
Brownell listed belong in the realm of traditional "women's 
work." \hile I have not found any, here that he has stated 
this explicitly, I infer from this that Brownell also 
idealized domesticity and 'oman's traditional role within 
it. This inference strengthens the case against Brownell's 
ahistorical approach, since women from the turn of the 
century had begun to challenge traditional views on their 
roles and functions. s this very book was being published, 
women were in the midst of fighting World War D o on the 
homefront in factories, offices, and service-sector jobs. 
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of technology would help to reduce the tendency toward mass 
consumption and would supply Americans with more durable 
and cheaper goods , as well as give to them the endless 
satisfaction of having met their own material needs. He 
believed a greater integrity, wholeness and security would 
be the result of this home-production and consumption. 
Brownell realized that the economic base that produced the 
laborsaving devices could not be, in his word, "relinquished." 
That is to say, he realized the technology and economic 
structures responsible for these machines could not be 
dismantled. But Brownell failed to recognize the rela-
tionship between the very existence of such a technological 
4 power base and the decline of the small town. Both in its 
irreversible effect on the pastoral and its role as a 
nationalizing force, technology precluded the viability 
of the small town of Brownell's vision. 
Brownell's image of small-town living matched that 
which Leo Marx has described as "the older, chaste image 
of a green Republic. 115 Brownell's belief in the superior 
conditions of life in the American village led him to 
attempt a reconciliation between technolo gy and pastoralism. 
Like Ralph Waldo Emerson, Brownell \as "confident that under 
native conditions science and technology [could] be made to 
serve a rural ideal. 116 But Thoreau, as Leo 1arx has shown, 
realized that from the moment the machine had entered the 
garden, pastoralism had been doomed. In the cattle-train 
that Thoreau could hear in the distance from Walden he 
understood that pastoral life was being "whirled past 
and away." The machine, for Thoreau, was "the type and 
agent of an irreversible process: not mere scientific 
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or technological development in the narrow sense, but the 
implacable advance of history. 117 From the advance of 
history one cannot choose the changes which one appreciates 
and deny the force of others. Baker Brownell placed all 
his hopes for the future of community in America in the 
revitalization of the small town. This "pastoral hope" 
as Leo Marx would identify it, was "manifestly unrealizable" 
given the tenor and force of historical change. 8 
In an 1844 lecture, entitled "The Young American ," 
Emerson sang the praises of an emerging national culture. 
He celebrated the ascendancy of the American native 
imagination over the inherited European cultural framework. 
Instrumental in this ascendancy was the unifying capacity 
of technology: the revolution in transportation that 
created new roads, canals, steamboats, and most importantly, 
the railroads, shortened time and distance and fostered a 
national identity . 9 early one hundred years later, 
Brownell shared with Emerson this shortsighted praise of 
machines--shortsighted because it failed to analyze fully 
the impact of the arrival of the machine age. This failure 
obtrudes when we observe Emerson 's and Brownell's denuncia-
tion of cities. Their mutual faith in the pastoral, it 
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seems, prevented them from seeing the symbiosis between the 
growth of cities and the technology that made possible the 
completion of the transcontinental railroad. 
Brownell's analysis of technology also informed his 
appreciation of the automobile. He thought the automobile 
could help to strengthen small-town community because it 
could be a factor in the decentralization of technology. 
He listed the car with the washing machine and sewing 
machine as technological devices that increased self-
sufficiency and decreased isolation for small-town residents. 
He was correct; the automobile does have the capacity to 
bring people together and to render them more independent. 
But, agai11, Brownell failed to examine completely the 
ramifications of the automobile on American culture. In 
this failure he was scarcely alone. Park Dixon Goist, in 
his book From 1ain Street to State Street, has argued that, 
by 1920, the automobile had become "a symbol for individ-
ualism and mobility," but also "was frequently seen as a 
f . . . . 1110 means o ma1nta1n1ng community . Goist has cited Henry 
Ford's own interpretation of the role the automobile would 
play in American culture: 
The men will have plots of ground or farms 
as well as their jobs in the factory, and 
these can be scattered over fifteen or twenty 
miles surrounding--for of course nowadays the 
working man can come to the shop in an auto-
mobile. There we shall have the combination 
of agriculture and industrialism and the 
entire absence of all the evils of concen-
tration . 11 
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Not only does this reveal the typical understanding of 
American spaciousness, it also highlights the progressives' 
faith that technology--in this case, by means of the 
automobile--would harmonize rural and urban America. Goist 
has also pointed out that the theme in much of the adver-
tising for the automobile during this period stressed the 
car's ability to take Americans into the countryside where 
both freedom and happiness were guaranteed. As Goist has 
suggested, this advertising scheme sought not only to sell 
cars, but also to encourage acceptance of enormous changes 
that had altered the recent past. Goist states the obvious 
irony in this: "it hasn't worked. 1112 Perhaps the truth 
of the matter is that it has worked all too well. From the 
perspective of the 1980s, with the problems of pollution, 
fuel sources, import quotas, and car accidents, as well as 
the more psychological problems of excessive privatization 
and anomie, a case for the automobile's beneficence to 
community seems highly, if not absurdly, suspect. That 
Brownell and other progressives attempted to make this case 
testified to the profound merican desire "to enter the 
future without abandoning the past. 1113 
Baker Brownell's failure to account adequately for 
the increasingly national cast of merican culture, economy, 
and government shows the extent to which he refused to 
abandon the past while attempting to perfect the future. 
In his critique of the tendency towards vicarious living, 
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towards watching rather than participating, he did 
acknowledge the presence of the radio and movie industries 
in people's lives. But he neglected to address the 
question of what motivated listeners to turn on their 
radios rather than to provide their own entertainment. 
Because he saw the radio and the movies as more evidence 
of the city's tentacular evil and corrupting influence, 
Brownell had become blind to Americans' increasingly 
national identity. 
As we have seen, technology played an important role 
in making possible and defining that identity. Also 
instrumental was the growing national character of the 
economy and government . Page Smith has convincingly 
designated the impact of the national economy on the 
town: 
The small -town businessman had not only 
to face the ha zards of local conditions--
bad crops and unfortunate speculations--
he was acutely vulnerable to national 
panics and recessions. He suffered from 
the blind and destructive force of a 
national economy incompatible with that 
of the town.14 
In addition to the ne gative impact of economic downturns, 
simply being part of a mass-production and consumption 
economy affected the to, n' s economic health as well as the 
self-image and aspirations of its citizens. Hit twice, 
once by national advertising campaigns, a nd again by images 
from the movie industry, the small-town resident's 
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expectations rose dramatically. Again, the relationship 
between a more national economy, technological revolution 
and urbanization should be clear. As George Mowry has 
argued, 
Taken together, the automobile, the movie, 
and the radio obliterated the village and 
farm as islands of isolation from the mass 
economy, for the entire world of fancy 
goods had been moved as close to the one-
time provincial as the nearest movie screen 
or loudspeaker.15 
Brownell's belief that the small town could either 
remain immune from, or turn its back on, nationalizing 
trends seems especially atavistic when we realize he was 
making his recommendations and directing The 1ontana Study 
during and immediately after World War Two. ot only had 
the entire nation mobilized on behalf of the war effort, 
the nation had also just crawled out of the deep, bl~ck 
hole of a decade-long national depression. The attempts 
at amelioration of the depression had prodigiously expanded 
the role and power of the federal government, an expansion 
certainly reinforced and augmented by the war mobilization 
effort. Bro\nell discussed the Great Depression and the 
two world wars not in the context of increased nationaliza -
tion or radically altered sources of identity for mericans, 
but only as indications that the modern \Orld had run amok, 
thus deepening the need for community. 
gain, Bro\nell's thinking suffered from missing the 
entire picture. lhile he aimed his concerns monotonically 
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at the rekindling of community in the small town--a noble 
aim to be sure--the twentieth century passed him by. The 
national economy with its impersonal corporate structure 
had created a new man: the organizational man. Both 
Robert Wiebe and William H. Whyte have examined how America 
evolved into a bureaucratic and managerial society. In the 
transformation, one's identity became tied to one's occupa -
tion more than to where one lived. Mobility, economic 
abundance and the cult of success each contributed to this 
h . . d . 16 c ange in i entity. 
Traveling across the country today, on the Interstate 
highway system, one is struck by the degree of cultural 
sameness. Apparently enough travelers enjoy, or at least 
depend on, this predictability--a result of a standardized, 
national culture--to keep the various identical fast-food 
restaurants and gasoline stations afloat. But the cultural 
origins for this mobility and economic abundance, as David 
Potter suggested, stern from the nation's earliest beginnings. 
Differences in degree--not in kind--have created their 
twentieth-century manifestations. 
Potter's theme in People of Plenty : Economic Abundance 
and the American Character stresses the role of abundance in 
engendering merican democracy and qualifying the American 
conception of equality . Equality, for Americans, is the 
equality of opportunity to share in the continent's 
inordinate abundance. One of the dearest prices we pay 
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for this equality of opportunity, according to Potter, is 
a severed relationship between the individual and the 
community . In the traditional class society one's status 
denoted one's membership in a particular community : 
Status, truly understood, implies a condi-
tion of corporate membership in the group 
and thus a sense of belonging in the com-
munity .... The heavy emphasis which 
America has placed upon mobility, of course 
necessitated this rejection of status, for 
the two are basically contradictory . Whereas 
the principle of status affirms that a minor 
position may be worthy, the principle of 
mobility, as Americans have construed it, 
regards such a station both as the penalty 
for and the proof of personal failure.17 
Thus, the pressure to leave one's hometown often originates 
in this perceived necessity of improving one's situation, 
of living up to one's full potential. 
The prevalent equality of opportunity also affected 
man's relationship to the land. The raw commercial value 
of a farm may have outstripped in importance the noble 
yeoman's reverence for the soil. Richard Hofstadter has 
attributed the failure to develop "a distinctively rural 
culture"--exactly what Broinell hoped to rescue--to the 
speculative, mobile and mechanized nature of merican 
agriculture . Hofstadter also recognized ho\ this illum-
inated the iide gulf between the agrarian myth and 
1 . . 18 commercial rea ities. Thoreau had long ago lamented 
this gulf: 
By avarice and selfishness, and a grovelling 
habit, from which none of us is free, of 
regarding the soil as property, or the means 
of acquiring property chiefly, the landscape 
is deformed, husbandry is degraded with us, 
and the farmer leads the meanest of lives. 
He knows Nature but as a robber . 19 
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In one of his most poignant phrases, Leo Marx described 
this gulf as "the contradiction at the heart of a culture 
that would deify the Nature it is engaged in plundering. 1120 
This contradiction helps to explain how theorists such as 
Brownell could imagine that the automobile would have the 
effect of fostering a spirit of community in the small town. 
Richard Hofstadter also pointed out that American 
farmers' commercial attitudes about the land often mystified 
1 . d . . f 21 new y arrive immigrant armers. This supports Potter's 
conclusions that economic abundance--expressed by the 
equality of opportunity--has shaped the American character. 
Abundance not only encouraged, or at least excused, the 
plundering; it also helped to define "success" in material 
terms. The way we Americans cling to our rural image of 
ourselves has everything to do 'ith our embarrassment over 
materialism and concomitantly, our insecurities about 
"failure," again materially measured. The merican in the 
rural image is somehm less tainted, less driven by ambi-
tion and avarice, than his or her urban counterpart. 
Subscribing to this mythical image, Baker Broinell believed 
small-town Iontanans could be persuaded to stay home rather 
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than to pursue the cult of success beyond their hometowns' 
borders . 
Brownell recognized the vital role of education in 
contributing to youth's restlessness and ambitions. His 
solution was to reorient the goals of education so that 
the ideals of community would receive top priority . But 
he certainly would not have desired a decline in the 
quality of education in the process. One could quibble 
over the semantics of "quality," but it does appear that 
Brownell viewed education as a Pandora's Box that, once 
opened, would threaten to shatter the serenity of life in 
the small town. The absurd extension of this argument 
would have been to assign to students solely McGuffey's 
Readers; even further, perhaps students should not have 
been taught to read. Page Smith has suggested that it was 
the nature of quality education to promote and to develop 
capabilities in students that the small town could not 
· 1 · 22 uti ize. Brownell's prescription for educational reform 
is another example of his ahistorical approach. His devotion 
to the goals of fostering community hopelessly skewed his 
understanding of merican history. 
Lawrence Levine, a British critic, summarized these 
arguments \hen he speculated that 
The United States with its heterogeneity, 
individualism, mobility, and success ethic 
may never have furnished fertile soil for 
the gro\ th of a true Gemeinschaft culture 
characterized by permanence, intimacy and 
binding tradition.23 
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Closer to home, Page Smith concluded his study of the 
American small town on an even darker note: "The well-fed 
acedia of our society is poor material out of which to 
fashion communities of any kind. 1124 
Perhaps Brownell's idealism is an important correc-
tive to this level of despair. From his faith in the 
possibilities for community in the small town we can take 
inspiration. But had Brownell also been able to imagine 
support for the growth of community in the city our 
inspiration from him would be more firmly rooted i n the 
facts of history. For the twentieth century has been 
manifestly urban. The principles of mobility, individual 
success, technological change, in the contexts of economic 
abundance and ascendancy to the status of a world power, 
have combined to make inevitable American urbanization. 
Given these conditions, to deny the possibility of a basis 
for community in the city ultimately dooms community . 
Sociologist Robert Park, historian Lewis 1umford, social 
worker Jane ddams, to name only a few theoriests who have 
searched for urban community, must also be consulted if 
our hopes for community are to be realizable . ew York 
City is not going to disappear. If all the residents of 
big cities moved to small to1ns, not only would we all go 
crazy , we would also run out of small tmvns . s E . Digby 
Baltzell has suggested: "Rather than lament the loss of 
traditional community ties in the Ke1 Gardens of America, 
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then, it would be wiser to try to understand what neighbor-
liness means in a large-scale and urban society. 11 25 
Baltzell has also denied that city residents are amoral 
by arguing that their moral choices have become increasingly 
personalized since liberated from the authoritarian restric-
tions of the small town . This introduces a final difficulty 
with Baker Brownell's vision. 
The positive, although challenging, feature of American 
mobility and individualism is the freedom to choose where we 
go and what we do . Brownell, 1n his idealism, disregarded 
the importance of this freedom . By stressing the value of 
life in the small town and the need to awaken everyone to 
this value, he discounted the enormous strength of the myriad 
factors that pull residents away from the small town. Blaming 
primarily the lure of the city's bright lights and the 
college education that transformed innocent, fresh small-
town enthusiasts into jaded, sophisticated cynics, Brownell 
failed to understand that the range within which one might 
pursue his or her dreams cannot be geographically limited. 
The town fails its citizens when it reins them in. 
The authors of Habits of the Heart, a current study of 
the difficulty of locating and enjoying community in 
individualistic American society, have also pointed out an 
important, healthy tension that results from the choice 
bet\ een individual pursuits and loyalty to community: 
But we live in a society that encourages us 
to cut free from the past, to define our own 
selves, to choose the groups with which we 
choose to identify. No tradition and no 
community in the United States is above 
criticism, and the test of the criticism is 
usually the degree to which the community 
or tradition helps the individual to find 
fulfillment.26 
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Baker Brownell's analysis suffered from his unwillingness 
to admit that the tension in this choice might be a healthy 
one; that the small town, in the long run, might benefit 
from the criticism inherent in the quest for individual 
fulfillment. 
That an individual might find fulfillment in the choice 
to live in a small town is not contested. What must be 
challenged in Brownell's prescription is his belief that 
fulfillment was possible only in the small town. 
Wendell Berry, farmer and writer, shares with Brownell 
an abiding concern for the disappearance of American small-
town and agrarian life. Berry's critique in The Unsettling 
of merica and other works focuses on the effects of 
corporate farming on agrarianism. His poetry and fiction 
celebrate both the value of life lived in harmony with the 
natural world and the strength of one's identity when 
defined by face-to-face personal relationships. But, unlike 
Brownell, permeating Berry's work is the sense that one of 
the key sources of this alue and strength is that the 
choice to lie in the small to\n or \Ork on a farm has 
been freely made . 
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One of Berry's finest novels, A Place on Earth , is 
set, curiously enough , at the same time that The Montana 
Study began. Mat Feltner , one of its major characters, 
has a son, Virgil, who is missing in action during World 
War Two . Telling a story to Virgil's wife, Hannah , Mat 
remembers the day when Virgil had told him that he wanted 
to stay on the farm . 
"When he came home from college after 
his last year, I asked him, ' What are you 
planning to do? ' Lord knows, I'd wanted to 
know a long time before that, and he'd 
mentioned wanting to farm before, but the 
time to ask and be told never had come until 
then . And I was worried a good deal, because 
I wanted him to come home here and take this 
up -- or wanted him to want to--and was afraid 
he wouldn't. And was afraid, too, that he'd 
see what I had on my mind . But I held right 
steady , watching him, and he said , 'I want 
to stay here and farm with you .'" 
For 1at, farming "for his own satisfaction" was the only 
kind of life he had desired. Mat discloses to Hannah that 
he knew that if Virgil also wanted the hard life of a 
farmer 
" it would be a good life for him . I'm 
not saying it's not hard. But I can tell you 
that all my life, in spite of the worst, I've 
been inspired by this place , and by ihat I 
foresaw or hoped I could do in it . I've 28 
lived my life the way a hungry man eats ." 
Another person's appetite might have led him or her to 
the city . In increasing numbers, in fact , appetites have 
sent Americans to the city in pursuit of their goals . To 
curse the goals as materialistic or misinformed ignores 
twentieth-century . merican history and the impact of 
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nationalization and technological change. This ignorance 
fundamentally flawed Brownell's sense of community and his 
approach to the problems of rescuing the small town. 
Conversely, there is much to be said for gaining a 
greater appreciation of where we find ourselves. The 
aspects of The Montana Study that fostered group investi-
gation and analysis of a town's own history and economic 
and recreational problems are extremely laudable. Similarly, 
the efforts to make life in the small town more stable and 
interesting should be applauded. But Brownell's sense that 
if the town were stabilized and made more interesting, then 
its residents would automatically want to stay there must be 
questioned. Brownell's idealistic vision of life in the 
American small town, as well as his diatribe against life 
in the city, both denied the force of historical change, 
and ignored the pervasive tension between individualism 
and commitment to community in the American character . 
This critique of Brownell's work must finally , however, 
be a more charitable one. Brownell, implementing his 
progressive philosophy, hoped to contend effectively with 
the diminished stature of the individual in the world of 
powerful aggregates that merica was fast becoming. The 
place that had given identity and integrity to the individual 
had been the small town. The metropolis, the corporation, 
the federal go ernment, a national mass - production and 
consumption economy sold through national advertising 
campaigns, had all combined to standardize, belittle, and 
confound the individual. Simultaneously, these changes 
had weakened the vitality of the small town. How under-
standable it is, then, that many progressives, like 
Brownell, refused to surrender their allegiance to the 
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small town. Seeing it as the last refuge for individuality, 
Brownell erred in myopically and ahistorically envisioning 
possibilities for community and individual identity solely 
in the small town . But certainly we can sympathize with him 
in his fears that modern America threatened to erode corn-
pletely the integrity of the individual by eliminating all 
sources of community. The problem for Brownell, and for 
other progressive social philosophers, was "as insoluble 
as it was sirnple--there probably was no form of community 
which could be efficient and powerful enough to cope with 
d A . "29 mo ern rnerica .... 
For three years in The 1ontana Study, Baker Brownell 
tried to deny the validity of this somber assertion. 
Brownell refused to accept the harsh fact of the ''implacable 
advance of history." He needed to believe that life in the 
small to\n could resist the alienating features of modern -
ization. In his interpretation of the role of technology, 
he attempted to utilize the changing present to keep alive 
the vanishing past. In this he exemplified the progressive, 
as \ell as the simply human trait, to appreciate most' hat 
has become irretrie ably lost. 
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